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This thesis demonstrates how the writings of black 
feminist theorist and cultural critic, bell hooks may be 
viewed as serving a healing function for the black community. 
The study was based on the premise that Nommo (the generative 
and transformative power of the word) manifests itself not 
only in the spoken, but also in the written word. The concept 
was also seen as existing in the fictional and non-fictional 
work of black women writers. 
Historical and literary analyses were used to trace the 
history of the black female literary and feminist traditions 
in which bell hooks falls; to identify health issues in the 
black community and the popularly advanced "cures"; to examine 
the concept of Nommo and its relationship to healing; and to 
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apply the theory of Nommo to the writings of black women 
writers, namely, bell hooks. 
The conclusions drawn from this study suggest that 
renditions of black speech and healing motifs characterize the 
works of many black women writers. Examining works by Toni 
Morrison, Toni Cade Bambara and Audre Lorde, one sees the 
orality of their writings. Their emphasis on wholeness 
demonstrates a desire to act metaphorically as community 
healers through the telling of stories via the written word. 
This study indicates that bell hooks1s writing, though a form 
of creative non-fiction, tells stories as well. Bearing 
witness to the damaging impact of racism, sexism, classism and 
other forms of domination on the black psyche, hooks, like her 
literary and feminist foremothers, seeks to heal that pain. 
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EDITORIAL METHOD 
This thesis examines the work of a black feminist writer 
and cultural critic, Gloria Watkins, who writes under the name 
"bell hooks." Individuals reading this work should be aware 
that due to professional and personal reasons, Watkins spells 
her penname using all lowercase letters. Consequently, out of 
respect for hooks and her professional as well as her personal 
wishes, this thesis writer conforms to such a spelling, 
however unorthodox it may seem. Therefore, throughout this 
paper, the penname is written in such a fashion and should not 
be seen as an error, but rather as a deliberate, conscious 
decision on the part of Watkins, and subsequently this thesis 
writer. Capitalization of her penname occurs in only two 
situations: in chapter titles (in which case all words in the 
title are capitalized); and in one or two secondary sources, 
whose authors continue to write hooks's name in the 
traditional manner. 
in 
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Miriam Decosta-Willis notes in her introduction to The 
Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells that "every woman who has ever 
kept a diary knows that women write in diaries because things 
are not going right."1 One could easily transpose this 
sentence to read "every woman who has ever written knows that 
women write because things are not going right," With the 
proliferation of black women writers on the literary scene in 
the past two decades, we may presume that the conditions of 
black life in the United States, and throughout the African 
Diaspora for that matter, are less than satisfactory. 
Furthermore, we may recognize that these black women writers 
have felt "the calling" to take pen and paper and respond to 
the harsh set of circumstances that characterize the lives of 
so many black people. For these writers, to speak and be 
heard through the written word is somehow necessary to help us 
1Ida B. Wells, The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells, ed. 
Miriam Decosta-Willis, with a Foreword by Mary Helen 
Washington, Afterword by Dorothy Sterling, Black Women Writers 
Series (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), p. ix. 
transcend our current social status and to empower our 
communities. 
This impulse to speak and be heard, through the written 
word, is not new. Historical figures from Anna Julia Cooper, 
Mary Church Terrell, and Ida B. Wells, to Fannie Lou Hamer, 
Septima Clark, Lorraine Hansberry, June Jordan, and Gwendolyn 
Brooks (name a select few) all engaged in literary activity, 
writing pamphlets, novels, short stories, poems as well as 
articles and speeches, primarily for the uplift of the race. 
In the tradition of such writers and activists fall 
contemporary individuals such as Angela Davis, Alice Walker, 
Nikki Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez, Pearl Cleage and Michelle 
Wallace (to name a few) who expose and explore what it means 
to be black and female in America. These women write because 
the black experience in this country is less than peaceful or 
humane. They write because we continue to be victimized by 
calculated games of domination and oppression. They write 
because it somehow helps to ease our pain. 
The sense of urgency and compassion that characterizes 
the works of many of these women aptly describes the writings 
of a contemporary black feminist writer, scholar and cultural 
critic, bell hooks (née Gloria Watkins). Known primarily 
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within academia, hooks's works, although dealing primarily 
with feminist theory and/or cultural criticism, speaks 
directly to issues of pain and the various overlapping systems 
of oppression that prevent people, in particular African- 
Americans, from being whole. Her insistence on the 
establishment and maintenance of a collective sense of black 
well-being is most often framed in incisively critical essays 
that have earned her a position as one of the foremost black 
intellectuals in America today. 
Even so, like her predecessors, hooks's intellectual and 
theoretical capabilities are often ignored, discredited or 
outright dismissed, However, despite controversy surrounding 
her writing and thinking, few scholars attempt to engage her 
or her work. I find it intriguing that criticism of her work 
remains virtually nonexistent in scholarly journals, whereas 
review articles, interviews and profiles pertaining to her 
life and work abound in popular periodicals and other 
mainstream publications. In fact, hooks's displacement by her 
colleagues has been accompanied by an almost soaring 
popularity outside the structured confines of academia. While 
few would deny that college and university professors and 
students (largely a white populace) constitute the majority of 
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hooks's readers, her work has begun to reach many individuals 
(in particular black youth, and African-Americans in their 
twenties and thirties) who may not find themselves in an 
academic environment. This growth of hooks's audience is 
largely due to her television appearances, her participation 
in independent black film projects, as well as her numerous 
articles and interviews in popular magazines and newspapers 
such as Essence, VIBE, and Village Voice. 
Her delicate position within the scholastic community as 
well as her growing "celebrity" status within the realm of 
popular culture, moves one to question the magnitude of her 
writing. Why is her work growing in popularity, especially 
considering the enormous amount of opposition towards black 
feminist thought by white men and women, as well as all 
members of the black community? What impact does her work 
have on the community? Does it offer any new strategies 
towards liberation? How should we read and understand her 
work? 
In light of these questions, the purpose of this thesis 
is to present an alternative theory of interpretation in 
relation to her intellectual work. While existing critiques 
or reviews typically focus on her writings as feminist 
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analyses, this research explores what is a neglected aspect of 
her work -- its concern with wholeness. This examination also 
considers how hooks consistently transcends the barriers of 
scholarly speech, by relying on the black oral tradition and 
use of the vernacular to reach the community and to help move 
us towards a greater level of self-actualization. 
Consequently, this thesis serves to demonstrate why her texts 
may be seen as serving a healing function. Due to a lack of 
critical or analytical literature pertaining to hooks's work 
-- although book reviews are widespread, they are often too 
general and limited by space to truly provide in-depth 
analyses -- I believe the theory of Nommo as applied to 
hooks ' s work within this paper has not been generated nor 
explored by scholars to date. Although several scholars have 
written about Nommo, this phenomenon has not been related 
specifically to hooks's work, or utilized in analyses which 
engage her work. 
Organization of Chapters/Methodology 
Following this introduction, the thesis begins with 
chapter two, which presents the focus of the work. Although 
hooks's work is certainly under examination, the aspect of her 
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writing in which I am most interested is the concept of health 
and healing within the black community. Consequently, terms 
pertinent to the discussion are defined. This chapter 
acknowledges the physical manifestations of disease(s), but 
particular emphasis is placed upon the psychological well¬ 
being of African-Americans. Within this space, readers will 
also find a review of hooks's own perception of health and the 
issues I see her attacking within her work. 
After designating the focal point of this research, I 
proceed with chapter three, which traces the history of black 
feminist and black female literary traditions. The purpose of 
this chapter is to place hooks within the proper historical 
context. Black women writers who predate hooks are discussed, 
and examples of the themes addressed in their works are 
offered in order to demonstrate how these writers have 
historically dealt with wholeness and confronted issues 
affecting the welfare of the community. 
The fourth chapter then includes a review of the 
literature related to health in the black community. In the 
review of the literature, a significant amount of attention is 
devoted to African-American psychologists and psychiatrists 
such as Joseph L. White and Thomas A. Parham, who argue for 
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the recognition of culturally-based psychological experiences 
in black and white populations. This chapter also treats 
noted black social theorists and historians and their views 
pertaining to black health. Finally, I close with an overview 
of the positions of black feminist scholar/activists in 
addition to black female writers who confront similar themes 
in their intellectual and creative work. 
Also in chapter four the theoretical review, which 
focuses on the Afrocentric concept of Nommo (the generative 
power of the word), provides the analytical foundation of this 
research. Modern-day verbal arts, such as rap music, spoken 
word poetry and even literature and identified as variants of 
this concept, and the primacy of the black vernacular or black 
English in African-American communities affirms the 
significance of orality among this particular population. By 
using select texts which contain impressive literary 
renditions of this speech, I argue that the transformative 
power of the word exists not only in expressions of the spoken 
word, but also in the life of the written word. Furthermore, 
this mystical endowment is not relegated to pure fiction. It 
is also evident in non-fictional works (such as that written 
7 
by hooks) as well. Works by Toni Morrison, Toni Cade Bambara, 
and Audre Lorde are chosen to support this premise. 
The purpose of chapter five is to apply the concept of 
Nommo to bell hooks's works, whereas chapter six provides an 
interpretation of hooks's stance on "psychological issues' 
such as black masculinity, black femininity, internalized 
racism and the liberatory potential of self-love. These two 
sections provide the primary analytical portions of the 
research, the latter of which includes a critique of hooks's 
solution(s) and her analyses of black health issues. I 
conclude with chapter seven, by summarizing the findings of 
the study, and then presenting a detailed bibliography. 
Considering the prolific nature of hooks's writing 
career, a thesis simply does not provide ample space to 
thoroughly address all of the books she has authored. As a 
result, I have chosen to focus on those works in which healing 
is a recurring motif or works in which the aforementioned 
psychological issues receive a great deal of attention. 
Readers must note, however, that the majority of hooks ' s 
publications are collections of essays, as opposed to longer, 
more in-depth manuscripts. Moreover, some of the essays 
appear in multiple volumes of her work. Consequently, the 
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books used within the study are not the foci per se, but 
rather the lens through which I examine concepts of health and 
healing in her writing. Examples are taken from the following 
works: Black Looks. Sisters of the Yam. Yearning. and Outlaw 
Culture. as well as her recently published book of essays 
Killing Rage.2 
2hooks, bell, Black Looks: Race and Representation 
(Boston: South End Press, 1992); Sisters of the Yam: Black 
Women and Self-Recovery (Boston: South End Press, 1990); 
Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations (New York: 
Routeledge, 1994); Killing Rage: Ending Racism (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company, Inc., 1995). 
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CHAPTER II 
HEALTH ISSUES IN THE BLACK COMMUNITY 
Irrespective of our access to material privilege, we 
are all wounded by white supremacy, racism, sexism, 
and a capitalist economic system that dooms us 
collectively to an underclass position. Such wounds 
do not manifest themselves only in a material way, 
they effect [sip] our psychological well-being. Black 
people are wounded in our hearts, minds, bodies and 
spirits. 
--bell hooks, Black Looks 
As indicated in the introduction, hooks's writings fall 
within the categories of feminist theory and cultural 
criticism. Accordingly, she speaks of societal ills such as 
racism, sexism, classism, and how they inform our lives. 
Furthermore, the aforementioned quote not only reveals her 
concern with dismantling these systems of oppression, but it 
also demonstrates her belief that these forces negatively 
affect the health of the black community. 
Readers familiar with hooks's work will notice that 
while she pays attention to the physical diseases or 
conditions that characterize black life, hooks, nevertheless 
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emphasizes psychological issues in the community. Therefore, 
this thesis focuses on her writings which deal with the 
impaired concepts of black manhood and black womanhood, the 
existence of internalized racism in the community and the 
healing potential of self-love. Even so, in this particular 
chapter, I briefly explore health issues in the more 
conventional sense. The later portion of this chapter further 
examines the concept of health in order to provide a more 
comprehensive view, one which includes the issues I see hooks 
addressing in her writing. 
Naturally, most discussions surrounding health issues 
and the black community tend to be rather morbid, almost 
always focusing on staggering rates of homicides, suicides, 
infant mortality, teenage pregnancy and substance abuse. This 
emphasis may be attributed to the fact that the American and 
international health communities view certain factors as most 
crucial in evaluating the health status or deficiencies of a 
particular population. The U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (DHHS), like many other health related 
agencies, regards life expectancy, infant and maternal 
mortality, substance abuse as well as mortality due to other 
circumstances such as accidents, occupational hazards, and 
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disease as the primary indicators used to assess the welfare 
of a people. 
Given these markers, the diagnosis for Africa-Americans 
appears rather grim if we consider the actual numbers. 
According to the Report of the Secretary's Task Force on Black 
and Minority Health, life expectancy for black males was 
reported as 65 years, whereas black women could expect to live 
until the age of 74. In the same year, white males could 
expect to outlive black men by an average of seven years and 
white women had a five year advantage over black women.1 
Furthermore, although the black population accounted for 
roughly twelve percent of the country's total population, 43% 
of all homicide victims were black. A black male's chance of 
becoming a murder victim were one out of 21, whereas white 
males only had a chance of one out of 131.2 
The Subcommittee on Cancer reported equally depressing 
findings. Black Americans consistently showed greater 
incidences of cancer than non-minorities. This is especially 
^U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Report of 
the Secretary's Task Force on Black and Minority Health vol. 
1, Executive Summary ([Washington, D.C.]: U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 1985), 51. 
2Ibid. 160. 
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true for those cancers affecting the esophagus, pancreas, 
stomach, cervix, prostate and larynx.3 Furthermore, African- 
Americans routinely have poorer survival rates for most 
cancers, in particular cancers of the breast, bladder, 
prostate and rectum. According to the report, factors 
influencing survival rates include lack of accessibility, 
availability, utilization, distribution and delivery of needed 
services such as cancer screening and detection, treatment, 
and rehabilitation, as well as a generally poor nutritional 
status.4 
In 1991, the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services issued a report entitled Healthy People 2000, which 
mirrored earlier studies in terms of its prognosis for the 
black community.5 As the country's largest minority groups, 
currently one-third of black Americans live in poverty (three 
National Cancer Institute, Cancer in Minorities, Report 
of the Subcommittee on Cancer. Part I vol. 3 ([Washington, 
D.C.] : National Cancer Institute, Cancer Control Science 
Program, Cancer Control Application Branch. Division of 
Cancer, Prevention and Control, Jan. 1986), 20. 
4Ibid. 18. 
5U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health 
People 2000: National Health Promotion and Disease Prevention 
Objectives ([Washington, D.C.]: U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, Public Health Services, 1991). 
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times more than whites); black babies are twice as likely to 
die before the first birthday and black infant mortality is 
considerably higher during the first month of life and between 
that initial month throughout the first year of life, than any 
other group in the country.6 Additionally, 50% of infants 
born with HIV or living with full-blown AIDS are black, and 
the rate of AIDS infection is five times higher among black 
than white Americans. Black women are particularly 
vulnerable, facing a 10-15% higher risk than white women.7 
Examining the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS in the black 
community, Bill Jenkins notes that in July of 1991, 182,834 
cases of AIDS were reported in the United States.8 Roughly 
29% of these cases were among African-Americans. According to 
Jenkins, 50% of the women reportedly infected with virus or 
suffering from AIDS are black.9 
Samuel V. Duh's Blacks and AIDS: Causes and Origins 
looked at the epidemic, but also paid particular attention to 
6Ibid. 33. 
7Ibid. 
8Bill Jenkins. "AIDS/HIV Epidemics in the Black 
Community," in Health Issues in the Black Community ed. Ronald 
L. Braithewaite and Sandra E. Taylor (San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass, 1992), 58. 
9Ibid. 59. 
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the health status teenage mothers.10 He reported that in 1981, 
22% of black women and 8% of white women had given birth to at 
least one child by age eighteen.11 He also stated that 
compared to their white counterparts, young black women were 
more likely to be unmarried, dependent on welfare, receive 
less prenatal care and have inadequate nutritional levels. 
Furthermore, African-American women generally have complicated 
deliveries, higher rates of low birth weight babies, and more 
cases of maternal as well as infant mortality.12 Joyce A. 
Ladner and Ruby Morton Gourdine reported similar findings in 
"Adolescent Pregnancy in the African-American Community. 1,13 
In particular, they discovered that black teenage mothers 
participated in "risky behaviors," such as early sex with 
several partners (oftentimes without birth control) and drug 
abuse.14 These behaviors subsequently increase the girls' 
10Samuel V. Duh, Blacks and AIDS: Causes and origins 
(Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1991). 
“ibid. 12. 
12Ibid. 
13Joyce A. Ladner and Ruby Morton Gourdine, "Adolescent 
Pregnancy in the African-American Community," in Health Issues 
in the Black Community ed. Ronald L. Braithewaite and Sandra 
E. Taylor (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1992), 206-219. 
14Ibid. 207. 
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likelihood of contracting sexually transmitted diseased like 
HIV/AIDS and also augments their chances of becoming pregnant. 
In relation to chemical dependency and substance abuse, 
the statistics on African-Americans are just as staggering. 
The National Institute on Drug Abuse conducted the National 
Household Survey on Drug Abuse in 1988.15 The findings, 
published in 1990, indicated that 36% of the entire adult 
black population (approximately 8 million people) had used 
illicit drugs (such as marijuana, cocaine, heroin or 
hallucinogens) in their lifetimes, and another 1.7 million had 
used such drugs within one month of answering the survey.16 
According to health writer and scholar George Berkeley, 
despite all these other health issues high blood pressure 
remains the number one killer of black Americans, while sickle 
cell anemia stands "most closely and most exclusively 
associated with black America."17 Berkeley's work also 
indicates that 29% of black women and 28% of men suffer from 
lsNational Institute on Drug Abuse, National Household 
Survey on Drug Abuse: Main Findings ([Rockville, MD] : 
Department of Health and Human Services, 1990). 
16Ibid. 66-67. 
17George Berkeley, On Being Black and Health (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1983), 102. 
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hypertension, 16% are borderline hypertensives, whereas 45% of 
all black have high blood pressure.18 
Diabetes is also a disease often associated with the 
black community. Frederick G. Murphy and Joycelyn Elders 
studied the incidences of diabetes in the black community. 
They cited a 1987 report by the National Center for Health 
Statistics which indicated that in only two decades diagnosed 
cases among African-Americans increased fourfold from 228,000 
in 1963 to one million in 1985.19 Moreover, Christiane B. Hale 
states in "A Demographic Profile of African-Americans," that 
"one-third of African-Americans have no private health 
insurance, and nearly that many live in states that 
historically have limited access to Medicare (and other social 
services.)"20 Consequently, whatever physical ailments afflict 
members of our community, the vast majority of these 
18Ibid. 18. 
“Frederick G. Murphy and Joycelyn Elders, "Diabetes and 
the Black Community," in Health Issues in the Black Community 
ed. Ronald L. Braithewaite and Sandra E. Taylor (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1992), 123. 
20Christiane B. Hale, "A Demographic Profile of African- 
Americans" in Health Issues in the Black Community ed. Ronald 
L. Braithewaite and Sandra E. Taylor (San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass, 1992), 17. 
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infirmities are likely to go either undiagnosed or untreated, 
thereby placing more hardship on an individual. 
While these reports are certainly depressing, some of 
these authors and health agencies do offer solutions or 
strategies to ameliorate these problems. For example, Healthy 
People 2000, which involved several national health 
organizations and professionals advocated a cooperative effort 
involving employers, families, community groups as well as 
professional and governmental agencies.21 Members compiling 
the report suggested the following steps: employers offering 
fitness centers or classes; families ensuring their children 
receive preventive health care services; local governments 
forming partnerships with outreach programs and grassroots 
organizations; schools improving their health education 
curricula, and providing healthy meals for kids; and churches 
offering health screening and counseling programs (in 
particular related to teen pregnancy.22 
In relation to HIV/AIDS, Jenkins also proposed more 
education and prevention programs as opposed to merely 
focusing on treatment after an individual contracts the 
21Healthv People 2000, 85. 
22Ibid. 85-88. 
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virus.23 Recognizing chemical dependency as a "disease process 
that has genetic, psycho-social and environmental aspects," 
Donnie W. Watson considers education within schools, families 
and churches, as well as community outreach programs as 
crucial in dissuading youth from drug use, as well as treating 
those who have developed a drug habit.24 
Berkeley considers diet and nutrition as important in 
fighting many physical ailments that afflict African- 
Americans. He believes black Americans should return to a 
"basic African diet," which is centered largely though not 
exclusively on fruits, vegetables and whole grains.25 
Significantly, Berkeley also promotes exercise, the cessation 
of smoking and drinking, and what he contends may be "the most 
crucial factor of all in foster health," a healthy attitude.26 
Berkeley's emphasis on a healthy attitude demonstrates 
that merely focusing on the physical aspects of disease is not 
sufficient when speaking of the total health of a people. In 
23Jenkins, "AIDS/HIV Epidemic," 59. 
24Donnie W. Watson, "Prevention, Invention and Treatment 
of Chemical Dependency in the Black Community," in Health 
Issues in the Black Community ed. Ronald L. Braithewaite and 




order to truly understand the welfare of any community, we 
must broaden our conceptualization of the term and what it 
means to be healthy. In its constitution, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) identifies as its goal "the attainment by 
all peoples of the highest possible level of health.27 WHO 
further explicates its idea of health by defining it as "a 
state of complete physical, mental and social well-being, and 
not merely the absence of disease and infirmity".28 This 
definition goes beyond conventional notions of health which 
rely almost exclusively on physiological symptoms of disease 
to denote sickness, which simultaneously identify or establish 
a normative level of fitness. 
Dr. Madrid Turner Hamilton's Erosive Health: A 
Sociological Study of Health and Well-Being of Black America 
also stresses the multi-dimensional nature of well-being. She 
finds within the African-American experience several 
27World Health Organization, Constitution of the World 
Health Organization (New York: World Health Organization 
Interim Commission, 1946) quoted in Global Strategy for Health 
for All by the Year 2000 (Geneva, Switzerland: World Health 
Organization, 1981), 31. 
28World Health Organization, Constitution of the World 
Health Organization (New York: World Health Organization 
Interim Commission, 1946) quoted in Jerry Donovan, We Don' t 
Buy Sickness, It Just Comes (Vermont: Gower Publishing Co., 
1986), 32. 
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According • 29 conditions which slowly eat away at our existence. 
to Hamilton "erosive health," is defined as 
consistent and deliberately calculated decline 
in elements that produce well-being. These 
elements are mental, spiritual, emotional, 
physical, social and environmental (nature). 
The combined elements working together 
harmoniously create and constitute a state of 
health-well-being in my opinion. Although total 
balance is optimal, a relative balance...must be 
achievable for people to carry out rational 
human functions.30 
By expanding our understanding of the terms, we may view 
health as a phenomenon which embodies all aspects of the human 
condition. Embracing such an holistic outlook requires us to 
re-evaluate the behaviors, attitudes, lifestyles, beliefs and 
institutions that may infringe upon our ability to maintain an 
optimal or at least a relatively normal state of well-being. 
For example, Sir Douglas Black recognizes the role of 
economics and its associated sociological factors in the 
distribution of health and well-being.31 Native American 
spiritual leader Sun Bear, in a chapter titled "The Mind 
29Madrid Turner Hamilton, Erosive Health: A Sociological 
Study of Health-Well-Beinq of Black Americans (New York: 
Vantage Press, 1986). 
30Ibid. p. v. 
31Sir Douglas Black, Inequalities in Health: The Black 
Report, (New York: Penguin Books, 1982), 42. 
21 
Creatures, " stresses how certain values and beliefs may hinder 
one's growth and sanity. He writes that "ingrained negative 
thought patterns, many of them left over from our childhood, 
help create illness if we hold on to them. "32 Additionally, 
in "Sick and Tired of Being Sick and Tired: The Politics of 
Black Women's Health," Angela Y. Davis remarks that "while our 
health is undeniably assaulted by natural forces frequently 
beyond our control, all too often, the enemies of our physical 
and emotional well-being are social and political."33 
Similarly, in an essay entitled "The Black Family in America, " 
child advocate Marian Wright Edelman cites a 1985 Children's 
Defense Fund study which indicates that in comparison to white 
children, black children are twice as likely to live in 
substandard housing, three times as likely to die of child 
abuse, four times likely to be murdered before one year of age 
32Sun Bear, Walk in Balance, (New York: Prentice Hall, 
1989), 1. 
33Angela Y. Davis, "Sick and Tired of Being Sick and 
Tired: Politics of Black Women's Health," in The Black 
Women's Health Book: Speaking for Ourselves, ed. Evelyn C. 
White (Seattle: Seal Press, 1990), 19. 
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(or as a teenager) and five times as likely to live on welfare 
compared to their white counterparts.34 
Health writer Ivor Lensworth Livingston in the Handbook 
of Black American Health: The Mosaic of Conditions, Issues, 
Policies and Prospects points to social conditions and the 
resulting stresses that lead to a reduced lifestyle and 
prospects for wholeness among black Americans.35 In 
particular, he identifies racism as one of the most 
deleterious forces impeding black wellness, by causing adverse 
material and social conditions. He states: 
The legacy of racial oppression in the United 
States is vividly underscored by 
disproportionately high representations of 
Blacks in low-income or low socio-economic 
status (SES) position.36 
Like the Secretary's Task Force, Livingston also acknowledges 
the harsh impact that living in the drug-ridden ghettos has on 
34Marian Wright Edelman, "The Black Family in America," 
in The Black Women's Health Book: speaking for Ourselves, ed. 
Evelyn C. White (Seattle: Seal Press, 1990), 129-130, citing 
Children's Defense Fund, Black and White Children in America: 
Key Facts (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
1985) . 
35Ivor Lensworth Livingston, ed. , Handbook of Black 
American Health: The Mosaic of Conditions, Issues, Policies, 
and prospects (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994). 
36Ibid. 248. 
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black life, which is evidenced in the 60,000 excess deaths per 
year in black communities.37 
Such dire statistics support the belief that poverty, 
violence and education (or the lack thereof) negatively affect 
the state of an individual's mind, body and spirit. 
Furthermore, if an holistic view of wellness comprises "a 
spiritual dimension and harmony with one's self and 
environment," as suggested by Freda L. Paltiel in "Women's 
Mental Health: A Global Perspective,38 then the diagnosis for 
the black community is decidedly grim, considering our 
strained relationship with our natural environment (i.e. 
growing cases of environmental racism and our being separated 
from the land to live in urban concrete jungles) and with our 
human/material environment (i.e. American society). 
Therefore, any examination of health that seeks to be 
37Excess deaths are defined as the difference between 
the number of deaths actually observed in a minority group and 
the number that would have occurred in that group if they 
experienced the same death rates for each age and sex grouping 
as the majority white population. For more detailed 
information, see the Report of the Secretary's Task Force, p. 
63 . 
38Freda L. Paltiel, "Women's Mental Health: A Global 
Perspective," in The Health of Women, ed. Marge Koblinsky, 
Judith Timyan and Jill Gay (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993), 
199 . 
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comprehensive and to have any hope of truly and effectively 
curing our communities of what ails us, must take into account 
the debilitating effects of social illnesses, such as racism, 
sexism and other forms of domination that so often give rise 
to harmful material conditions and physiological symptoms. 
Examples of such societal plagues include the various 
systems of oppression (i.e. racism, ethocentrism, sexism 
classism and homophobia/heterosexism) which pervade our 
society, serving the interests of a select few, while gnawing 
at the physical, emotional and spiritual selves of those 
citizens who belong to the lower socio-economic classes or 
minority groups. Although these interlocking systems 
undoubtedly hit minority groups the hardest, the entire 
society suffers as a result, limiting one's chances of self- 
actualization as well as hampering connections between people 
of different races, ethnicities, classes, genders and sexual 
orientations. Writer David Loye sees racism in particular as 
the main problem poisoning American society. He eloquently 
articulates the destructive nature of racism: 
However painful the process is, we must work 
through old repressed events that still vibrate 
powerfully within our social system and within 
every one of us living today, and thereby 
achieve the catharsis, the cleansing, the 
insight needed to free ourselves from the 
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sickness of "Nigger" and "Whitey," and become 
simply mutually respectful Americans of a 
refreshingly different color.39 
While all of these systems serve negative purposes, 
succeeding only in being divisive and psychologically taxing, 
in terms of the black community, racism historically has been 
identified as the primary threat to the community. In 1972, 
Stanley A. Guterman published Black Psyche: The Modal 
Personality Patterns of Black American, in which he discussed 
the impact of racist oppression on the black citizenry.40 He 
defined modal personality traits as those aspects of 
personality which are shared by large numbers of people in any 
given group and that may be deemed characteristic of the 
group.41 While allowing for individual differences within any 
group, this paradigm of a modal personality asserts that some 
"personality tendencies shared by blacks are not rooted in 
genetics, but are a response to patterned social conditions1,42 
(read: resulting from conditions engendered or exacerbated by 
39David Loye, The Healing of A Nation (New York: W. W. 
Norton and Company, 1971), 16-17. 
40Stanley Guterman, ed. , Black Psyche: The Model 
Personality Patterns of Black Americans (Berkeley: 
Glendessary Press, 1972). 
41Ibid. p. xii. 
42Ibid. p. XV. 
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racism). Furthermore, he argues that such a model allows one 
to "assess the impact of discrimination and minority group 
status on the inner recesses of the individual... [and] makes 
us conscious of the psychological damage that racism has 
caused. "43 
Guterman does not stand alone in recognizing the role 
racism plays in the psyches of black people. In Black Rage, 
perhaps one of the most noted books of the 60's dealing with 
black psyches, black psychiatrists William H. Grier and Price 
M. Cobbs reveal the crippling nature of white supremacy and 
racism on the minds and lives of black people.44 They argue 
that like any other cultural or ethnic group, black Americans 
search for a identity of worth and value. This is extremely 
difficult and seemingly impossible in "a nation which has made 
the despising of blacks a unique element of its identity."45The 
authors suggest that whatever pathological thinking or low 
self-concepts are observed in African-Americans have roots in 
slavery, a system in which supported and actively engages in 
43Ibid. 
44William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs, Black Rage, 
Foreword by United States Senator Fred R. Harris (New York: 
Basic Books, 1968). 
45Ibid. 30. 
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the devaluation of black life and thought. According to Grier 
and Cobbs, these attacks on black personhood give rise to 
"emotional weariness,"46 or a debilitating sense of despair. 
They write: 
The reality of being alternately attacked, 
ignored, then singled out for some cruel and 
undeserved punishment must extract its toll. 
That penalty may be a premature aging and an 
early death in some black people. To be 
regarded always as subhuman is a stultifying 
experience.47 
Black Rage provides case studies of individuals who, 
though seeming to represent extreme cases of racist 
victimization, nevertheless exemplify the harsh impact of 
racism on the lives of African-Americans. Feminist scholars 
would certainly criticize the authors for the secondary status 
assigned to sexism in black life. Considering the book's 1968 
publishing date, which fell in the midst of civil rights and 
black power activism, such an oversight or understatement of 
the significance of sexist oppression is understandable 
(though not excusable); at that time the majority of African- 
Americans, women as well as men, were working for racial 




Even so, the ■ 48 feminism as either secondary or minor concerns, 
authors do address issues of sexism, indicating how gendered 
attitudes, typically intensified by racial stereotypes of the 
sexes, serve to thwart the black child's and even the black 
adult's quest for manhood or womanhood. While the cases 
presented are personal accounts, they are balanced by 
historical analyzes which lend credence to the authors' 
argument that the history or legacy of white racism/supremacy 
in the United States only threatens the lives of African- 
Americans . 
Harold W. Neighbors also notes that African-Americans 
are "disproportionately exposed to social conditions 
considered to be antecedents of psychiatric disorder."49 This 
is not to say that every black person in the United States 
suffers from a psychological illness caused by racism. In 
48Many black women have reluctantly taken such a 
position for the "sake" of the race. Michelle Wallace's Black 
Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman, as well as the writing 
of Angela Davis and other women active in the "Movement," have 
attested to this trivilization of sexism in the black 
community. Paula Gidding's When and Where I Enter documents 
similar attitudes in the women's suffrage movements of the 
late 1800's/early 1900's. 
49Harold Neighbors, "Mental Health," Chap, in Life in 
Black America ed. James S. Jackson (Newbury Park, California: 
Sage Publications, 1991), 221. 
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fact, there are no definitive studies reporting higher 
incidences of psychological disorders among blacks versus 
whites. Nevertheless, while numerous cases of misdiagnoses of 
black patients has been attributed to racial biases of 
researchers and the field of psychology itself, one aspect of 
the black psyche that has certainly been wounded is self¬ 
esteem .50 
According to social psychology, people are believed to 
hold attitudes about the self that more or less reflect not 
only how others view them, but also how others treat them.51 
Morris Rosenberg does not support beliefs that self-hatred or 
feelings of being unworthy arise from being a member of an 
underprivileged or outcast group.52 In his research, Rosenberg 
50For key arguments regarding race bias in psychology, 
including specific examples of notable studies, see "Overview: 
White Norms and Psychiatric Diagnosis of Black Patients" in 
American Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 138, no. 3 (March 1981): 
279-285. Also, Joseph L. White and Thomas A. Parham's The 
Psychology of Blacks: An African-American Perspective 
(Englewood, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1991) outlines the 
need for the emergence of a "black psychology," due to biases 
of psychology's Eurocentric foundation. 
51Guterman, 87. 
52Morris Rosenberg, "Race, Ethnicity and Self Esteem," 
in Black Psyche: The Modal Personality Patterns of Black 
Americans ed. Stanley Guterman (Berkeley: Glendessary Press, 
1972), 96. 
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also distinguishes between individuals who exhibit self¬ 
acceptance (seeing oneself as "good enough") versus those who 
have high levels of self-esteem (seeing oneself as being "very 
good").53 Naturally, individuals in any given community or 
grouping may fall in one category or another. Even so, 
Guterman argues that generally speaking members of minority 
groups "accept (unconsciously or not), the evaluation that the 
larger society makes of them. 1,54 Even Neighbors admit that 
while there's "no good evidence" of differences in mental 
disorders among blacks and whites (when class is controlled),55 
"racism represents a psychological assault on the sense of 
self,"56 oftentimes creating or intensifying feelings of being 
unworthy, unwanted or unacceptable in the larger society or 
among one's peers. 
While these reports suggest that African-Americans are 
indeed affected by racist thoughts and assaults from the 
dominant group, we should not assume that black psyches 






values and beliefs of the dominant culture. Aldebert H. 
Jenkins, black professor of psychology and author of Turning 
Corners: The Psychology of African-Americans, criticizes the 
main modals of psychology which present drives and external 
events or factors as the "exclusive shapers of behavior, 1,57 
thus denying one's sense of agency -- particularly in respect 
to black Americans. He states that even when "the role of 
white society in creating problems for the black minority is 
analyzed, the onus is eventually placed on Blacks for 
responding inadequately to the situation they face."58 
Consequently, actions of the black community are perceived as 
being either evidence of racial inferiority, or dismissed as 
malfunctioning coping behaviors (i.e. defensive). 
To combat this tendency to blame the victim, Jenkins 
pays particular attention to the dialectical reasoning 
utilized by black Americans as a coping mechanism and an aid 
in survival.59 Dialectical reasoning involves identifying and 
attaching alternative meanings to life situations, rather than 
57Aldebert H. Jenkins, Turning Corners : They Psychology 
of African-Americans (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1995), p. x. 
58Ibid. p. xvii. 
59Ibid. 21. 
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accepting and adopting the views of the larger society -- ones 
which oftentimes are damaging of self-defeating. Jenkins 
writes that "African-Americans have managed to use their 
creative human capacities in modest or stirking and socially 
contributive ways to resist being dehumanized."60 
An example of such thinking lies within the countless 
incidents during the period of enslavement (and ongoing) in 
which Africans, touted as being lazy, and intellectually 
inferior to whites, used such widespread perceptions to their 
advantage to trick their captors. By either escaping from 
bondage or "improving" their conditions by stealing food, 
holding secret classes in order to learn how to read, or 
running away to a neighboring plantation to visit family 
members, these enslaved Africans manipulated the negative 
images regarding their humanity to their advantage. This 
oppositional thinking is captured by Paul Lawrence Dunbar in 
his poem "We Wear the Mask." The first two stanzas read: 
We wear the mask that grins and lies, 
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes, -- 
This debt we pay to human guile; 
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, 
And mouth with myriad subtleties. 
Why should the world be overwise, 
60Ibid. 
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In counting all our tears and sighs? 
Nay, let them only see us, while 
We wear the mask.61 
The poem reveal how enslaved Africans and their progeny living 
in a racist society, disguise their hurts, pains as well as 
their talents and intelligence to "play the role" of the 
dutiful slave or the obedient servant in order to "get by." 
However, a society that is dehumanizing and places minimal 
value on black life, one must wonder, at what point, after so 
many years and generations of masquerading does one become the 
mask, rather than only playing the part? At what point does 
one internalize the image that (s)he becomes so adept at 
portraying? Throughout his work, Jenkins contends that 
African-Americans "conceptualize alternative views of self and 
the possibilities open to them.62 Nevertheless, he also 
recognizes that racism places "a special psychological strain 
on the sense of self of the African-American as a capably 
active agent."63 
61Paul Lawrence Dunbar, "We Wear the Mask," in Crossing 
the Danger Water: Three Hundred Years of African-American 
Writing ed. Deirdre Mullane (New York: Anchor Books, 1993), 
350 . 
62Jenkins, Turning Corners, 11. 
63Ibid. 224. 
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Joseph Rychlak attempts to clarify the concept of agency 
by defining an agent as an individual who "behaves so as to go 
along with, add, oppose or disregard socio-cultural and/or 
biological stimulations."64 Thus, it follows that in adopting 
[consciously or not] the beliefs, attitudes and behaviors of 
the dominant culture, the black community may, on one level, 
simply be involved in the process of maneuvering through 
life's dilemmas, while simultaneously seeking to salvage or 
maintain some semblance of humanity and self-esteem. 
Whether these attitudes and behaviors enhance our well¬ 
being is questionable. Adopting sexist or racist attitudes, 
for example, may allow one to enter certain domains, and feel 
a sense of comfort or even power, However, these same beliefs 
have the ability to ruin relationships, corrode souls and 
diminish our self-images, thus contributing to the feelings of 
emptiness, worthlessness and despair, that have taken root in 
our community, particularly among urban youth. 
As writer Toni Cade Bambara wrote in her essay "On the 
Issue of Roles,": 
64Joseph Rychlak, The Psychology of Rigorous Humanism 
(New York: New York University Press, 1988) cited in Aldebert 
Jenkins, Turning Corners: The Psychology of African-Americas 
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1995), 4. 
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If we are serious, we shall have to check out 
everything that is characteristic of the Black 
Community and examine it for health or disease.65 
Consequently, although the United States suffers from 
the oppressive systems that have been institutionalized and 
thus constitute a central part of American culture, no 
society, no nation may change, be liberated or healed unless 
individuals desire and are able to affect change. In order to 
do this, we must first cure ourselves, and our wounded 
psyches, by divesting of all behaviors and ideologies that 
reek of domination and obstruct our efforts to be whole 
individuals with health self-concepts able to truly assert a 
sense of agency. In this regard, hooks's work demands 
attention as she presses the community to think critically 
about all aspects of our existence so we may work towards 
decolonization, and ultimately towards wholeness. In the 
following chapter, readers will see how hooks's concern with 
wholeness is in fact an interest that countless earlier black 
woman writers have shared and about which they have written. 
65Toni Cade [Bambara] "On the Issues of Roles," in The 
Black Woman (New York: Mentor, 1970), 106. 
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CHAPTER III 
EMERGENCE OF A BLACK WOMAN'S INTELLECTUAL AND 
LITERARY TRADITION 
In 1981, bell hooks published her first full-length work 
Ain't I A Woman: Black Women and Feminism.1 In less than two 
hundred pages she provided a revisionist view of history by 
examining the sexual exploitation of black women during 
slavery and by identifying the negative images born of that 
period which contribute to what she termed the "continued 
devaluation of black womanhood."2 By confronting the racism 
of white women in the feminist movement and exposing the 
investment that black and white men have in the maintenance of 
sexism and patriarchal institutions, hooks argued that 
African-American women need to acknowledge the importance of 
feminist struggle to black life. This book, written while she 
was merely an undergraduate, has become one of the 
^ell hooks, Ain't I A Woman: Black Women and Feminism 
(Boston, South End Press, 1981). 
2Ibid. 51. 
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groundbreaking tests of feminist thought and is included on 
the syllabi for many women's studies courses on feminist 
theory. 
With the subsequent publication of Feminist Theory: 
From Margin to Center3 in 1984 and Talking Back: Thinking 
Feminist, Thinking Black4 in 1989, bell hooks firmly 
established her reputation as a feminist writer and theorist. 
Beverly Guy-Sheftall attests to this fact by recognizing that 
hooks has become "the most prolific,, most anthologized black 
feminist theorist and cultural critic on the contemporary 
literary scene."5 Though hooks definitely possesses an 
impressive publication record and a strong reputation as an 
insurgent scholar and provocative writer, hooks is often 
viewed as a an anomaly. Since so many black women writers in 
the history of African-American literature never see the 
publication of their works, much less receive critical acclaim 
or public attention, it is easy to valorize her writings and 
3bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center 
(Boston: South End Press, 1984). 
4bell hooks, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist. Thinking 
Black (Boston: South End Press, 1989). 
5Beverly Guy-Sheftall, ed. , Words of Fire: An Anthology 
of African-American Feminist Thought (New York: the New 
Press, 1995), 2969. 
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regard her as "special" or extremely talented, while ignoring 
the contributions of her literary and feminist foremothers. 
Thus, in order to better understand not only her popularity, 
but also her motivation for writing, and especially her 
emphasis on healing, we must put hooks in her proper 
historical and literary context. 
The task of placing hooks in such a context is easier 
due to the increased attention to and growing recognition of 
black women writers, which resulted largely from the gains of 
the Civil Rights, Black Power and the second wave of the 
Women's/Feminist Movements. Contemporary discourse on 
pluralism and multiculturalism in America, which further feeds 
the desire of many non-blacks to venture into uncharted 
territory and see what life is like for "the Other," has also 
increased the popularity of and widened the market for work by 
black women writers such as hooks. However, only a select few 
ever achieve the commercial status of a successful writer. 
Most often these women are the more established writers who 
have been widely published — such as the "mighty thirteen" as 
literary scholar Barbara J. Marshall labels Hurston, Walker, 
Morrison, Brooks, Angelou, Shange, Evans, Paule Marshall, 
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Yet despite Sanchez, Hunter, Bambara, Giovanni and Naylor.6 
the small number of women who enter this "corporate world of 
academia, publishing and Hollywood,"7 as well as the 
historically male-dominated black literary canon, the gains 
from the previously mentioned political movements definitely 
opened the literary world to many black women writers, and 
simultaneously exposed the American public to many black women 
whose work previously had been denied attention. 
Consequently, we now witness the emergence of writers such as 
BeBe Moore Campbell and Terri McMillan, the recognition of J. 
California Cooper and a renewed interest in the writing of 
Dorothy West, one of the few surviving participants of the 
Harlem Renaissance. 
Given this call for black women's writings, the American 
public -- in many cases ignorant of the roots of this branch 
of literary activity -- may find itself asking: "Where did 
these writers come from?" The question suggests that they 
6Barbara J. Marshall, "Kitchen Table Talk: J. 
California Cooper's Use of Nommo-Female Bonding and 
Transcendence," chap, in Language and Literature in the 
African American Imagination ed. Carol Aisha Blackshire-Belay 
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1992) 92. 
7Hazel, V. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The 
Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 7. 
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simply emerged from some dark abyss and immediately assumed 
the task of composing their life experiences in literary form. 
Unfortunately, the response to this question of origin is 
oftentimes grossly inaccurate, pointing back only as far as 
the decade of the seventies as the birth of this form of black 
female artistry. 
For many students of black history and literature, the 
origins of a black female literary tradition lie with one of 
the earliest and most celebrated black women writers, Phillis 
Wheatley. According to Henry Louis Gates, Jr., the 
publication of Wheatley's work in Europe and subsequently in 
the United States officially ushered in the black literary 
tradition. He emphasizes the impact of her work as follows: 
Wheatley launched two traditions at once -- the black 
American literary tradition. If it is extraordinary 
that not just one but both of these traditions were 
founded simultaneously by a black women -- certainly 
an event unique in the history of literature -- it is 
also ironic that this important fact of common, 
conterminous literary origins seems to have escaped 
most scholars.8 
8Phillis Wheatley, The Collected Works of Phillis 
Wheatley, ed. John Shields, The Schomburg Library of 
Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers (New York: Oxford 
University Press, Inc., 1988) p. x. Although Wheatley is one 
of the earliest black writers to be recognized, she was not in 
fact the first black writer in the United States. Lucy Terry 
(1730-1821) wrote "Bar's Fight, August 28, 1464" years before 
Wheatley was born, although the poem remained unknown until it 
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The general omission of Wheatley's contribution to the 
birth of black literary history points to the continued 
belittling of black women's intellectual power and activities, 
a dismissal that characterizes not only academia, but American 
culture and society as well. Many black scholars, consciously 
or not, also contribute to this masculinist gaze and to an 
androcentric literary canon by over-emphasizing the writings 
of men who produced works in great numbers, particularly 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Men 
such as Frederick Douglass, Charles Chesnutt, Paul Laurence 
Dunbar and W.E.B. DuBois, noted literati of the Harlem 
was published, posthumously in 1895, in George Sheldon, A 
History of Deerfield, Massachusetts (n.p., 1895). Jupiter 
Hammon penned "An Evening Thought," which was published in 
1761, also prior to Wheatley's literary debut. However, one 
might argue that a literary tradition, or any tradition for 
that matter, rests upon the proven endurance of specific 
cultural traits or activities. Given that assumption and 
since Wheatley was in fact the first black writer/poet to 
publish not only in book form, but also on a consistent basis, 
the birth of a black literary tradition would seem to lie with 
her. Incidentally, although the enslaved African who authored 
The Interesting Narrative of the life of Olaudah Equiano, or 
Gustavus Vassa, the African (London, 1789) was also Wheatley’s 
senior, his narrative did not appear until nineteen years 
after the publication of Wheatley's first poem and sixteen 
years after the introduction of her first book of poetry, 
Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (London: 
Printed for A. Bell, Bookseller, Aldgate; sold by Messrs., Cox 
and Berry, 1773) . 
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Renaissance such as Alain Locke, Langston Hughes, Claude McKay 
and Countee Cullen, along with three of the most celebrated 
black male writers of the twentieth century, Richard Wright, 
James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison typically dominate black 
literary history. The focus on these particular writers also 
influences which texts are considered canonical, while the 
role of black women in the intellectual and literary lives of 
the black community is continually and sorely neglected. 
Nevertheless, since the 1970's, the numerous black 
women writers who preceded hooks have gained attention, 
largely due to the efforts of black women writers and feminist 
literary critics. The rediscovery of these works, whether 
fiction of non-fiction, poetry or prose, serves not only to 
illuminate the talents of these forgotten women, but also to 
recognize the literary tradition that these writers 
established. However, the effort to acknowledge black women’s 
literature as simultaneously part of and distinct from the 
male-dominated African-American literary tradition has proved 
to be quite a struggle. This fight has necessitated the 
publication of anthologies of black women's literature in an 
attempt to document early black women writers as well as 
support the existence of a black women's literary tradition. 
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Mary Helen Washington's anthology Invented Lives : 
Narratives of Black Women. 1860-1960 assists in reconstructing 
a black female literary history by presenting the work of 
black women writers, some known among the literary 
establishment, some unknown.9 She balances the presence of 
popular writers such as Gwendolyn Brooks and Zora Neale 
Hurston with earlier writers who up until recently have 
remained in the shadows of their male counterparts. Among the 
lesser known writers included are Fannie Barrier Williams, 
Marita Bonner, Ann Petry and Dorothy West. 
Responding to the need to establish a tradition and 
commenting on the exclusion of black women writers from the 
black literary tradition, Washington writes: 
Tradition. Now there's a word that nags the feminist 
critic. A word that has so often been used to exclude 
or misrepresent women. It is always something of a 
shock to see black women, sharing equally (and 
sometimes more than equally) in the labor and strife 
of black people, expunged from the text when that 
history becomes shaped into what we call tradition. 
Why is the fugitive slave, the fiery orator, the 
political activist always represented as a black 
man?10 
9Mary Helen Washington, Invented Lives : Narrative of 
Black Women, 1860-1960 (New Your: Anchor Press, Doubleday & 
Company, Inc., 1987). 
10Ibid. p. xvii. 
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Moreover, Washington explores this bias against black women 
writers by comparing the negative and dismissive reviews of 
Gwendolyn Brooks's only novel Maud Martha,11 published only 
three years after she won the Pulitzer prize for poetry, to 
the laudatory responses to Ralph Ellison's debut novel 
Invisible Man.12 She says: 
Here is a novel [Brook's] that deals with the most 
compelling themes in contemporary literature: the 
struggle to sustain one's identity against a racist 
and sexist society, the silences that result from 
repressed anger, the need to assert a creative life. 
Had Maud Martha [sic] been written by a man about a 
man's experience, it would have been considered a 
brilliant modernist text.13 
Similarly, in Afro-American Women Writers 1746-1933: 
An Anthology and Critical Guide, Ann Allen Shockley traces 
black literary anthologies from the early twentieth century to 
the present to demonstrate that black women have been grossly 
underrepresented, if included at all.14 She argues that the 
literary gatekeepers, usually white and male, who determine 
“Gwendolyn Brooks, Maud Martha (Boston: Atlantic 
Press, 1953) . 
12Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Random House, 
1952) . 
“Washington, p. xvi. 
14Ann Allen Shockley, Afro-American Women Writers 1746- 
1933 : An Anthology and Critical Guide (New York: The Penguin 
Group, 1988) . 
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which texts get published, purposely exclude black women. She 
also recognizes the role black men have played in 
marginalizing black women's literature. 
Supporting the white literary power structure have 
been the black male editors of anthologies, who as 
scholars, critics, and writers select those whom they 
think should or should not be recognized. These men, 
too, are not without their own attitudes of sexism and 
personal or chauvinistic biases, all of which have 
helped obscure many black women writers.15 
Consequently, like Washington, Shockley acquaints readers with 
many black women whose literary accomplishments have 
traditionally been ignored. In fact, Shockley's work is 
perhaps of more value to the student of literature as it 
presents more than forty writers, the majority of whom are 
virtually unknown. Beginning with the colonial period, 
Shockley pays homage to Lucy Terry and Phillis Wheatley, while 
including the work of Ann Plato, whose book, Essays : 
Including Biographies and Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose and 
Poetry, is heralded as the first book of essays to be 
published by an African-American and the second book published 
by a black female.16 
15Ibid. p. xxiii. 
16Ann Plato, Essays; Including Biographies and 
Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose and Poetry (Hartford, 1841). 
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In addition to journal entries of Charlotte L. Forten 
Grimke'17 which focused on the coming of emancipation to the 
Sea Islands, Shockley also offers an excerpt from the 
autobiographical writing of preacher Zilpha Elaw,18 as well as 
the travel writings of Nancy Prince.19 Included among the post¬ 
emancipation writers are Frances Anne Rollin Whipper, who 
wrote under the name "Frank A. Rollin," (which says something 
for sexism in the literary industry) as well as Elizabeth 
Hobbs Keckley whose Behind the Scenes; or. Thirty Years A 
Slave, and Four Years in the White House is the first expose 
written about the White House.20 Early twentieth century 
writers such as playwright and novelist Pauline Hopkins, 
educator Charlotte Hawkins Brown and Harlem Renaissance 
17Charlotte, L. Forten, The Journal of Charlotte L. 
Forten ed. Ray Allen Billington (New York: Dryden Press, 
1953) . 
18Zilpha Elaw, Memoirs of the Life, Religious 
Experience, Ministerial Travels and Labours, of Mrs. Zilpha 
Elaw, an American Female of Colour; Together with Some Account 
of the 
Great Religious Revivals in America (London: Printed by 
author, 1846). 
19Nancy Gardener Prince, A Narrative of the Life and 
Travels, of Mrs. Nancy Prince (Boston: Published by author, 
1850) . 
20Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley, Behind the Scenes; or. Thirty 
Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (New York: 
G. W. Carleton, 1868). 
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writers Jessie Redmon Fauset and Nella Larsen also appear in 
the anthology. 
Simply glancing at the numerous unknown writers listed 
in Shockley's table of contents emphasizes the absence of 
women's voices in what is commonly regarded as the black 
literary tradition. Widespread reluctance on the part of 
scholars as well as the general public to merely recognize and 
investigate the scholarly, literary and political 
accomplishments of these women results from general doubts 
surrounding the black female as a thinking human being. Such 
beliefs -- born of racist and sexist ideologies -- naturally 
question the significance and even the sheer existence of a 
black women's literature. Furthermore, such bias against 
women has led to the privileging of men's voices as 
representative of the race. 
During the mid-nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass 
occupied the position as the leading black thinker of the 
decade, largely due to his outstanding oratory skills, his 
persistent activism in the abolitionist struggle and the 
publication of his popular Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
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Douglass.21 Though the writings and speeches of David Walker, 
Henry Highland Garnet and Martin Delany flourished either 
before or during Douglass's ascendance to a position of 
intellectual elitism, the American public would not stand in 
awe of the scholastic aptitude and verbal eloquence of a black 
man until the emergence of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. 
DuBois. In spite of the success of Washington's autobiography 
Up from Slavery,22 DuBois, renowned as the first African- 
American to be awarded a doctoral degree, proved to be a 
dominant force in the academic and the political lives of 
African-Americans. In addition to his fierce involvement in 
African independence struggles, DuBois became recognized as 
one of the most insurgent black intellectuals of his day, due 
to the publication of his Souls of Black Folk.23 The book is 
now considered one of the preeminent texts in African-American 
studies. After DuBois, the teachings of Martin Luther King, 
21Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the life of Frederick 
Douglass (Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 1845; repr., New York: 
Signet, 1968) . 
22Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery (New York: 
Doubleday, 1901; repr., New York: Penguin, 1986). 
23W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk r19031, with an 
Introduction by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., (repr., New York: 
Bantam, 1989). 
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Jr., Malcolm X (El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz) and present-day work 
of Cornel West, Molefi Kete Asante, Manning Marable, Houston 
Baker, and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (among many more male 
figures) typically stand as representative of black 
intellectual and political life. 
Where are the women in this literary and political 
history? In the bowels of history lie innumerable black women 
(some of whom benefitted from formal education as well as many 
who relied on "motherwit") whose lives and work demonstrate 
that deftness in matters requiring cognitive puissance is just 
as potent in the so-called "fairer sex." While in the 
nineteenth century women were oftentimes restricted from the 
podium and other opportunities to speak to audiences (as in 
the case of preachers Zilpha Elaw and Jarena Lee) , they 
nevertheless were politically active. The history of black 
women's activism in the suffrage movement, as well as the work 
of the black women's club movement and women during the Civil 
Rights Movement, point to the pivotal role women have played 
in uplifting the race. Paula Giddings's work When and Where 
I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America 
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has proven indispensable in providing a history of black 
women's political activity.24 
In the introduction to their seminal work on black 
women's studies, All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are 
Men, But Some of Us Are Brave, Gloria T. Hull and Barbara 
Smith discuss the "logic" behind marginalizing women's voice. 
They comment that black women "belong to two groups that have 
been defined as congenitally inferior in intellect, that is, 
black people and women. 1,25 Arguable, this fact provides the 
primary motive for silencing women in the areas of politics 
and literature. black women's literature bears witness to 
this silencing not only due to race, but also due to sex and 
class. In doing so, their literary work bespeaks their 
political activism and consciousness. 
In addressing the issues related to women and 
scholarship, early feminist activist Anna Julia Cooper spoke 
of the seemingly insurmountable barriers placed before black 
24Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter: The Impact of 
Black Women on Sex and Race in America (New York: William 
Morrow, 1984). 
25Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott and Barbara Smith, 
eds. , All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But 
Some of Us Are Brave, Black Women's Studies (New York: 
Feminist Press, 1982), p. xxiv. 
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women who sought an education. In her now popular treatise, 
A Voice from the South, Cooper exposed the scholastic 
limitations and contested placing educational restrictions on 
black women.26 Through her protestation, she not only- 
critiqued the discriminatory practices of the American 
educational system, but also urged women to gain a sense of 
voice, a concept heralded by contemporary feminist scholars 
and activists, black and white alike. 
All I claim is that there is a feminine as well as a 
masculine side to truth; that these are related not as 
inferior and superior, not as better and worse, not as 
weaker and stronger, but as complements -- complements 
to one necessary and symmetric whole.27 
Cooper viewed a woman's voice not necessarily as anti¬ 
male, but rather as a perspective which challenged inhumane 
acts and ideologies in a search for truth and justice. 
Consequently, to be a critically thinking black woman was and 
continues to be, on many levels, a political act. 
Furthermore, an examination of black female literature reveals 
26Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South: By a Black 
Women of the South (Xenia, Ohio: Aldine Printing House, 
1892). 
27Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South: By a Black 
Woman of the South in Crossing the Danger Water: Three 
Hundred Years of African-American Writing Edited and with an 
Introduction by Deirdre Mullane (New York: Anchor Books, 
1993), 415. 
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countless women, many victimized by the racial and sexual 
politics of enslavement of the period, who chose writing not 
only as a creative outlet or a simple manner of expression, 
but also as a site of resistance. 
We only need read Harriet Jacob's telling narrative, 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, to understand the 
intersections of race, sex and class in the lives of black 
women during a period known as the black holocaust.28 Her 
moving story revealed how black women are defined and limited 
by their sexuality, and her words ultimately served to 
enlighten sympathetic white women to the plight of enslaved 
Africans. Though situated in the north, Harriet Wilson's Our 
Nig also provides a similar look at a young black girl trapped 
in a life of servitude and degradation.29 Frances E.W. 
Harper's "The Two Offers," believed to be the first short 
story penned by an African-American, examined the oppressive 
28Harriet Ann Jacobs [Linda Brent], Incidents in the 
Life of A Slave Girl, Written by Herself ed. L. Maria Child 
(Boston, 1861; repr., with New Introduction and Notes by 
Walter Teller, San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973). 
29Harriet E. Wilson, Our Nig; or Sketches from the life 
of a Free Black, In a Two-Story White House, North, Showing 
That Slavery's Shadows Fall Even There (Boston: Geo, Rand & 
Avery, 1859; repr., with introduction and notes by Henry Louis 
Gates, J., New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1983). 
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aspect(s) of marriage for young women.30 Noted anti-lynching 
activist Ida B. Wells wrote and spoke extensively about the 
murders of black men by lynch mobs in the South. Her 
editorial, "A Red Record," criticized the assumption that 
relations between the lynched black men and "pure" white women 
were always coercive.31 Mary Church Terrell, first president 
of the national Association of Colored Women and founding 
member of the NAACP lectured throughout the country for 
women's rights, in particular the right to vote. She, like 
Harper, condemned sexism in the black community which produced 
"double standards of morals" for men and women.32 
Predating the Harlem Renaissance, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, 
wife of Paul Lawrence Dunbar, wrote for popular magazines, 
lectured, and was active in the women's club movement. As a 
30Frances E.W. Harper, "The Two Offers," in Ann Allen 
Shockley, Afro-American Women Writers 1746-1933: An Anthology 
and Critical Guide (New York: The Penguin Group, 1988), 61- 
70 . 
31Ida B. Wells-Barnett, "A Red Record," in Crossing the 
Danger Water: Three Hundred Years of African-American Writing 
Edited and with an Introduction by Deirdre Mullane (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1993), 395-401. 
32Mary Church Terrell, "What Role is the Educated Negro 
Women to Play in the Uplifting of Her Race?" in Crossing the 
Danger Water: Three Hundred Years of African-American Writing 
Edited and with an Introduction by Deirdre Mullane (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1993), 494-408. 
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writer whose work crossed genres, Dunbar-Nelson wrote with a 
decidedly feminist slant. Her short story "Tony's Wife" 
portrayed of the darker side of marriage and male-female 
relations.33 Playwright Pauline Hopkins's work also showed a 
concern with the historical dialogue on black womanhood and 
racial prejudice, while Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eves Were 
Watching God is now heralded by black women writers and 
critics as the seminal work depicting the black woman's 
struggle to come to voice.34 Nella Larsen's Quicksand 
portrayed the dilemmas of mulatto Helga Crane and paid 
particular attention to issues of women's sexual agency.35 
During the 1950's Gwendolyn Brooks's poetry gained critical 
acclaim, and in 1959 twenty-eight year old Lorraine 
Hansberry's won the New York's Drama Critics Circle Award for 
her play, A Raisin in the Sun, which symbolized the black 
33Alice Dunbar-Nelson, "Tony's Wife," in Ann Allen 
Shockley Afro-American Women Writers 1746-1933: An Anthology 
and Critical Guide (New York: The Penguin Group, 1933), 267- 
271. 
34Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (New 
York: Negro University Press, 1969). 
35Nella Larsen, Quicksand and Passing (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1989). 
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struggle for civil rights while pointing to the limitations of 
traditional concepts of womanhood.36 
Ultimately, the existence of literature written by black 
women writers exposes not only the creative talent of these 
women, but also the critical and analytical (i.e. political) 
nature of their work. This is not to say that black women's 
writing developed exclusively as propaganda or pure 
didacticism.37 However, I am suggesting that the commencement 
of a black female literary tradition coincided with the dawn 
of a black female intellectual tradition. For through their 
written words, black women fought for women's rights and 
argued passionately for the recognition of their womanhood and 
their humanity. It is largely through the written word that 
black women theorized about conditions surrounding their 
36Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun (New York: 
Random House, 1959). 
37Although a moralistic tone characterizes much of the 
literature of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
such themes were not uncommon in the works of most writers 
during these periods, considering the primacy afforded to 
Christianity and the church in all aspects of one's life, 
personal as well as professional. Majorie Pryse briefly 
addresses how Puritanism affected early American writing by 
sanctioning only to those works concerning spiritual matters, 
thus giving literary authority to a select group, typically 
white male writers. See Marjorie Pryse's introduction in 
Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction and Literary Tradition 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 8-10. 
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existence. In their letters, pamphlets, articles and stories, 
they consistently voiced their concerns and opinions relating 
to the "woman question" and struggled to shed light on issues 
affecting not only black women, but also the community at 
large. Furthermore, in viewing the literary contributions of 
contemporary black women writers such as Pearl Cleage, Nikki 
Giovanni and Sonia Sanchez, as well as Toni Morrison and Alice 
Walker, this commonality (of addressing community issues) 
exhibits a defining element of black women's intellectual 
traditions. 
According to American Heritage Dictionary, tradition is 
defined as 
The passing down of elements of a culture from 
generation to generation, especially by oral 
communication, [or] A mode of thought or behavior 
followed by a people continuously from generation to 
generation; a custom or usage. 
While it is evident that the problems and issues (such as 
sexual exploitation, race and sex discrimination as well as 
economic deprivation) that women writers and intellectuals 
confront have been "passed down" from one generation of women 
to another, literary scholar Hazel V. Carby argues against the 
notion of a black female literary or feminist tradition. 
While discussing black feminist theory and literary criticism, 
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Carby takes issue with black lesbian feminist Barbara Smith's 
assumption of a black female literary tradition: 
Black feminist criticism has too frequently been 
reduced to an experiential relationship that exists 
between black women as critics and black women as 
writers who represent black women's reality. 
Theoretically this reliance on a common, or shared, 
experience is essentialist and a historical... This 
book [Reconstructing Womanhood] does not assume the 
existence of a tradition or traditions black women 
writing and, indeed is critical of traditions of Afro- 
American intellectual thought that have been 
constructed as paradigmatic of Afro-American 
history.38 
Carby is correct to argue against the assumption of one 
definitive "black women's experience" since vast differences 
in socio-economic/class status and its concomitant realities, 
such as educational attainment, employment level and quality 
of health exist among black women. Nevertheless, the mere 
existence of a body of literature in which the authors address 
specific issues using similar types, images, language and 
form, supports the idea of black female literary tradition. 
The argument for a distinct tradition grows stronger if one 
considers the fact that such commonalities cross generations. 
According to Gates, in these works, 
we overhear black women testifying about what the twin 
scourges of sexism and racism, merged into one 
38Carby, 16. 
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oppressive entity, actually do to a human being, how 
the combination confines the imagination, perplexes 
the will, and delimits free choice. What unites these 
texts, what makes them cohere into that imaginary 
metatext we call a tradition, is their shared 
structures and common themes.39 
Due to the emphasis (in much black women's writing) on 
interlocking systems of oppression such as sexism, racism and 
classism, this feminine literary and intellectual tradition is 
arguable feminist.40 However, categorizing black women's 
literature as such is problematic for some given the absence 
of black women's voices in the mainstream movement. Within 
academia much has been written and recorded about the 
inability of the mainstream feminist/women's movement to 
address or merely recognize the issues and the concerns of 
39Henry Louis Gates, Jr., ed., Reading Black, Reading 
Feminist: A Critical Anthology (New York: Meridan, 1990, 7. 
40A11 branches of feminism do not address race, sex and 
class. In fact, the mainstream (i.e. white) feminist movement 
has traditionally looked at sexism as the major problem to be 
solved. The current emphasis in some feminist circles on 
multiple realities (i.e. race, sex and class) that inform the 
lives of most non-white women was initiated largely black 
women and other women of color. Sometimes called "Third World 
Feminists," in order to include women of color worldwide, 
these feminists view the feminist movement as one which seeks 
to obliterate all systems of domination and oppression. It is 
in this respect that I refer to feminism throughout this 
thesis. To better understand the interlocking nature of 
oppression readers are encouraged to consult Deborah K. King's 
"Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple Consciousness: The Context of A 
Black Feminist Ideology" in Guy-Sheftall, 295-317. 
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black women (or of all non-white women for that matter) . 
Rosemarie Tong's signature work, Feminist Thought: A 
Comprehensive Introduction, fails to mention anything of black 
feminist thought and therefore falls short of its promise as 
an inclusive feminist text.41 But Some of Are Brave combats 
the popular notion of women's studies and feminism as areas of 
interest only to white women, while texts such as Patricia 
Hill Collins's Black Feminist Thought,42 Barbara Smith's black 
feminist anthology Homegirls,43 as well as Beverly Guy- 
Sheftall's recently published compilation Words of Fire, bring 
black feminist theory to the level of a verifiable disciple, 
while setting the contours of the field's canon. For as Gates 
points out in "The Master's Pieces: On Canon Formation and 
the African-American Tradition," "a well-marked anthology 
functions in the academy to create a tradition, as well as 
41Rosemarie Tong, Feminist Thought: A Comprehensive 
Introduction (Boulder: Westview Press, 1989). 
42Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: 
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment 
(Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990; repr., New York: Routledge, 
1991). 
^Barbara Smith, ed. , Homegirls: A Black Feminist 
Anthology (New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 
1983). 
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define and preserve it. 44 In the context of these black 
feminist theorists, much of the literature written by black 
women may claim a feminist perspective. 
But who is considered a black feminist? Much to the 
dismay of critics and students of feminism, black feminism, 
like mainstream feminist thought, often defies boundaries 
despite numerous attempts at categorization. Just as liberal, 
socialist, radical and lesbian branches extend from the great 
tree of feminism, so too are there variations of black 
feminist theory. According to Patricia Hill Collins, much of 
what is labeled black feminist theory is undermined by the 
underlying assumption and insistence that only those who are 
black and female can truly understand black women's 
experiences. Collins challenges the racial qualification in 
addition to "an idealist analysis whereby the background, 
worldview and interests of the thinker are deemed irrelevant 
in assessing his or her ideas," which suggests that anyone, 
regardless of race or sex may be a black feminist.45 Even so, 
she realizes that "Black women's concrete experiences as 
44Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Loose Canons : Notes on the 
Culture Wars (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 31. 
45Collins, 33 . 
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members of specific race, class and gender groups as well as 
our concrete historical situations necessarily play 
significant role in our perspectives on the world. 1,46 
Consequently, she definitely views the critical insights and 
visions of black women intellectuals as crucial and of primary 
importance to the production of black feminist theory. 
In emphasizing the triple threat which black women face, 
Collins exposes thread that links most black feminist theory: 
a humanistic vision of struggle and community. This need to 
confront multiple oppressions allows black feminists to cut 
across divisions and embrace all members of the community. 
Alice Walker's desire for the movement to be inclusive of 
black men, women and children led her and many other black 
women to embrace the term "womanist." Likewise, Filomina 
Steady's "Africana feminism" advocates the eradication of a 
multitude of oppressions experienced by women and men of 
various racial, sexual, socio-economic and even cultural 
backgrounds. Furthermore, black lesbian feminists see their 
politics as being particularly inclusive in that it confronts 
homophobia and heterosexism in addition to the other demonic 
"isms" that impinge upon the lives of all citizen regardless 
46Ibid. 
of race, sex, or class. Barbara Smith echoes this point of 
black feminism being an inclusive movement. She sees black 
feminist thought, which she also calls Third World feminism, 
as defining its politics broadly in order to combat sexual, 
racial, economic, and heterosexist oppression, not to 
mention...imperialism, anti-Semitism, [and] the oppression 
visited upon the physically disabled, the old and the young.47 
Ultimately, black feminisms -- no matter what 
terminology you choose to define or describe them -- seek to 
establish a world (by restructuring the current one) where 
individuals, not a select few, may experience the joy of self- 
actualization and a humane existence. Interesting enough, 
this movement, unlike some sects of the mainstream feminist 
movement is anti-racist and does not seek to establish world 
wherein only black people or people of color are liberated. 
However, due to the exclusivity of the mainstream movement, 
black and Third World feminists have been left with the task 
of attacking interlocking systems of oppressions. It is in 
context of these literary and feminist foremothers that 
readers should understand bell hooks's work. Writing from a 
47Barbara Smith, "Beyond the Margins," in Words of Fire: 
An Anthology of African-Americans Feminist Thought ed. Beverly 
Guy-Sheftall (New York: The New Press, 1995), 258. 
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feminist standpoint and tackling the multiple oppressions that 
mark black women's lives, hooks's work, like that of her 
foremothers seeks to free us from the outdated and repressive 
ways of thinking and being that hinder our professional, 
personal and spiritual development. 
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CHAPTER IV 
LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL REVIEW 
The Business of Being Whole 
Materials pertaining to the mental and emotional health1 
of African-Americans tend to be dominated by doctors, 
researchers, scholars and therapists in the fields of 
psychology and psychiatry who not only describe the most 
common conditions, but also delineate their causes and 
recommend what they believe to be the most effective forms of 
treatment. Across the board, these scholars and mental health 
workers acknowledge the damage that living in a racist society 
has brought about upon the personalities, especially the self¬ 
esteem of African-Americans. 
1The terms mental and emotional are often used 
interchangeably in the literature. Generally, "mental" refers 
specifically to conditions or phenomena relating to or 
existing in the mind, whereas "emotional" signifies an aspect 
of the mind consisting of feelings, sentiments or affections. 
For the purpose of this thesis, the two terms will remain 
synonymous, however, I urge readers to be aware of the 
difference. 
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Evidence affirming such an argument is also found within 
the works of various historians who write about the 
psychological experiences of black people. Those historians 
specializing in the history of American slavery present 
shocking evidence not only of the period of enslavement, but 
also of the psychological effects of the trade. Black 
historian Nathan Irvin Huggins speaks of a void, or a 
"numbness of spirit"2 that resulted from the shock of being 
captured from one's clan, forced to leave the familiar African 
shore, literally packed into the ships, and made to endure one 
of the most horrendous voyages in the history of mankind, 
known commonly as the Middle Passage, or the Maafa.3 
According to Huggins, perhaps the greatest damage to the black 
psyche resulted not from the harsh physical conditions and 
punishments, but from something more complex: the 
2Nathan Irvin Huggins. Black Odyssey : The Afro- 
American Ordeal in Slavery (New York: Vintage Books, 1977). 
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3Maafa is a Kiswahili word meaning "disaster" or "great 
misfortune." See Donna Richards [Marimba Ani], "The 
Implications of African-American Spirituality," chap. in 
African Culture: The Rhythms of Unity, ed. Molefi Kete Asante 
and Kariamu Welsh Asante (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood 
Press, 1985), 207-231. The term has been "coined" by many 
Afrocentric scholars to describe the atrocity of the 
transatlantic trade of African men, women and children. 
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commodification of Africans, and simultaneously, of blackness. 
Africans were no longer human beings, but rather objects to be 
inspected, bought and sold as mere chattel. He writes: 
Shocking thought it is, this human barter was truly 
the most stark representation of what modernism and 
Western capitalist expansion meant to traditional 
peoples. In the New World, people became items of 
commerce, their talents, their labors, and their 
produce thrown into the marketplace, where their best 
hope was to bring a decent price.4 
The seriousness with which the European merchants regarded 
their work is evidenced in the widespread practice of 
purchasing insurance policies to "cover" those captives who 
voluntarily jettisoned, or otherwise succumbed to death or 
disease. This activity of placing a monetary value on a human 
life further demonstrates the extent to which Africans were 
de-humanized and reduced to a commodity. 
Huggins asserts that this "transformation" of man to 
object mostly deeply affected the enslaved Africans, causing 
intense feelings of hopelessness and a profound sense of pain: 
As far as the pain went, it was not so great as 
circumcision, more intense and long-lasting than that 
which followed scarification. But with that earlier 
pain, he had been brought into manhood, made to feel 
himself in common fellowship with his brothers other 
men of the tribe. He had suffered that pain and 
through it found his selfhood enhanced by new status. 
4Huggins. 20. 
67 
But the fire of the brand was to burn out of him who 
he was and to mark him as property and a thing.5 
In lieu of advocating an interpretation of history in which 
African-Americans are deemed superior to Euro-Americans, 
Huggins does allow for the cathartic nature of history in 
which the contributions as well as the struggles and internal 
conflicts of the black community are disclosed. For Huggins, 
understanding history through critical analysis is one method 
to cure the ills mentioned in chapter two. Urging readers to 
proceed with caution, Huggins recommends a revision of the 
American history taught in the educational system, in order to 
paint a complete picture of the beginnings of American culture 
and identity, while simultaneously to contribute to the 
construction and maintenance of a positive self-concept among 
African-Americans.6 
The emphasis on revising or re-writing history to 
include African-Americans, as a curative means of generating 
positive self-image among blacks is not a new phenomenon. 
5Ibid. 33-34. 
6Nathan L. Huggins. "Afro-American History: Myths, 
Heroes, Reality." chap, in Key Issues in the Afro-American 
Experience. ed. Nathan I. Huggins, Martin Kilson and Daniel 
M. Fox (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 
1971) . 5-19 . 
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Various historians as well as psychologists and sociologists 
(who will be discussed shortly) view recognizing the 
contributions of African-Americans as instrumental in 
promoting self-esteem, especially among black youth. 
Providing youngsters with role models, in many cases 
individuals who have transcended the limitations placed upon 
them due to race, sex and class, contributes to the 
empowerment of the individual and the community. 
Consequently, in 1915 Carter G. Woodson founded the 
Association for Study of Negro Life and History as well as the 
Journal of Negro History, in order to illuminate the 
accomplishments of a people deemed inferior by the dominant 
culture. His efforts to resuscitate black pride through 
gaining knowledge of one's history also resulted in the 
founding of Black History Week in 1926, which was later became 
Black History Month. Noted Senegalese scholar Cheikh Anta 
Diop also contributed to the cause of racial uplift and 
strengthening racial identity with the publication of his book 
The African Origin of Civilization.7 This book provides a 
7Cheikh Anta Diop. The African Origin of Civilization: 
Myth or Reality. 3rd. ed., edited and translated by Mercer 
Cook (Paris: Présence Africaine, 1967; Chicago: Lawrence 
Hill Books, 1974). 
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thorough historical analysis asserting that the ancient 
Egyptians were actually black Africans, an idea that is 
threatening to the power of European cultures worldwide, 
considering Egypt's reputation as the birthplace of 
civilization. 
As legendary historian John Henrik Clarke attests: 
The Afro-American connection with Africa is not new. 
In fact, this connection was never completely 
broken. "Africa-conscious" in varying degrees, good 
and bad, has always been a part of the psyche of the 
African people, in forced exile in South America, 
the Caribbean Islands and in the United States.8 
Clarke posits that when black people throughout the African 
diaspora reclaim their African history, the outcome serves to 
declare African humanity and personhood (i.e. value): 
Concurrent with the black man's search for an identity 
in America has been his search for an identity in the 
world, which means, in essence, his identity as a 
human being with a history, before and after slavery, 
that can command respect.9 
Mostly recently, several scholars of African and in 
particular African-American history and culture have adopted 
8John Henrik Clarke. "Afro-American Historians and the 
Reclaiming of African History." chap, in African Culture: 
The Rhythms of Unity. ed. Molefi Kete Asante and Kariamu 




what is known as an Afrocentric paradigm. Operating under the 
assumption (as well as with extensive documentation) of a 
united "African cultural system,"10 these scholars argue for 
the recognition and affirmation of one's African cultural 
heritage in order to achieve true liberation and an optimal 
level of sanity. Molefi Kete Asante, one of the leading 
Afrocentric scholars -- certainly one of the most visible in 
terms of the sheer number of published works -- maintains that 
people of African descent operating under the popular beliefs 
and values of the dominant Eurocentric culture can never be 
completely whole: 
The psychology of the African without Afrocentricity 
has become a matter of great concern. Instead of 
looking out from one's own center, the non-Afrocentric 
person operates in a manner that is negatively 
predictable. The person's images, symbols, 
lifestyles, and manners are contradictory and 
destructive to personal and collective development.11 
10For a detailed discussion of this cultural system, see 
Molefi Kete Asante Afrocentricity (Trenton, NJ: Africa World 
Press, Inc., 1988). Also Melville Herskovits Myth of the 
Negro Past 2d ed., with a new Introduction by Sidney W. Mintz 
(New York: Harper and Bros., 1941; Boston: Beacon Press, 
1990) and Joseph E. Holloway, ed. , Africanisms in America 
(Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1990) both provide in- 
depth analyses of African cultural traits found among black 
populations throughout the diaspora. 
“Asante. Afrocentricity. 1. 
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Likewise, Donna Richards [Marimba Ani] regards the 
belief systems of the dominant culture, which are often rooted 
in racist and sexist ideologies, as detrimental to the black 
psyche and a healthy identity. She writes in "The 
Implications of African-American Spirituality,": 
We are a spiritual people, living in a profane 
society...We are bombarded at every turn with 
psychological assaults on our African selves. There 
is only one solution and that is to change the mode. 
It is the essential nature of Western-European society 
which threatens our existence not just its mechanism, 
not only its exploitative nature, nor its white 
racism. As it is, sacred dance becomes, disco, divine 
music becomes a fifteen pound radio slung over a 
shoulder and the power of nonuno [sic 1 is dissipated by 
jack-leg preachers. The entire mode must be changed. 
We must create an environment within which our 
Africanness can be healthy and productive.12 
Thus, in the eyes and minds of these cultural workers, 
for the black community to be well, it must divest itself of 
the attitudes and beliefs that do not emerge from black 
culture. We are asked to look inward, in order to see our 
true selves, our true identity as people of African descent. 
In this respect, Afrocentricity shares much with the recent 
literature published in the burgeoning field of black 
psychology, which proposes similar solutions to healing the 
bruised psyches of African-Americans. 
12Donna Richards. [Marimba Ani]. 29. 
72 
Clinical psychologist Na'im Akbar discusses the fact 
that western social sciences, rooted in Eurocentric 
ideologies, not only represent the status quo, but also 
solidify the inferior social, economic and material status of 
African-Americans and other minorities. In describing the 
characteristics of popular social science disciplines, Akbar 
notes : 
Normality is established on a model of the middle- 
class, Caucasian male of European descent. The more 
that one approximates this model in appearance, 
values, and behavior, the more "normal" one is 
considered to be...In fact, the more distant or 
distinct one is from this model the more pathological 
one is considered to be.13 
Consequently, many black members of the psychiatric 
field have pushed for systems of diagnoses, treatments and 
research that are more representative of and culturally 
sensitive to the experiences of African-Americans. Joseph L. 
White and Thomas A. Parham, in addition to other black 
psychologists, turn to the works of noted scholars of African 
philosophy such as James Mbiti and Afrocentric black 
psychologists like Wade Nobles, who emphasize African concepts 
13Na'im Akbar. "Afrocentric Social Sciences for Human 
Liberation." Journal of Black Studies, vol. 14. no. 4 (June 
1984) : 395-397. 
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of holistic health and a strong community ethos. According to 
previous research by Nobles, 
What the Ancients [Egyptians] believed was the study 
of the soul or the spirit was translated by Europeans 
into the study of only one element of a person's 
psychic nature, the mind. Thus, the term "psychology" 
(in A Western context) -- dependent for its meaning on 
the Greek word psyche (meaning mind) and the fragment 
ology (meaning knowledge) -- is generally assumed to 
be a study of human behavior.14 
As a result, traditional psychology is incomplete in that it 
focuses on one aspect rather than the individual1s total human 
nature. Thus, it follows that many psychologists seeking to 
promote black wellness, concentrate on the total essence of 
human nature in assessing one's sanity and in providing 
treatment. According to Dr. Frederick B. Phillips of the 
Progressive Life Center in Washington, D.C., the essence of 
any human being is NTU. NTU is of Bantu origin and describes 
the unifying force that touches all aspects of existence 
within the universe. As such, it represents the essence of 
life and is spiritual in nature.15 
14Wade Nobles. African Psychology: Towards Its 
Reclamation, and Revitalization (Oakland: Black Family 
Institute, 1986). 46. quoted in Joseph L. White and Thomas 
A. Parham. The Psychology of Blacks: An African-American 
Perspective (Englewood, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1991). 3. 
15A detailed examination of NTU may be found in 
Jahnheinz Jahn. Muntu: An Outline of the New African 
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Phillips describes the goals of NTU therapy as assisting 
people and systems to become harmonious, balanced, 
and authentic within a shared energy and essence that 
is in alignment with the natural order. Natural 
order implies that there is a unity of mind, body and 
spirit throughout life and that the relationships 
within and between life are purposeful and orderly 
and, at base, spiritual... Furthermore, good mental 
health springs from being in tune (in harmony) 
natural order, and healing is therefore a "natural" 
process.16 
The theoretical foundations of NTU therapy mirror the 
holistic perceptions of health outlined in chapter two. While 
many indigenous cultures view health in a similar manner, the 
principles of NTU psychotherapy originate in an African 
worldview/cosmology. Some characteristics of an African or 
Afrocentric worldview are: an emphasis on the community 
rather than the individual, the belief of interconnectedness 
and interdependence among all beings, including animals, the 
land and the elements (as all are believed to be inspirited) 
and the cyclical nature of time (with which all creatures are 
to be in sync ) .17 
Culture. ed. and 
trans. Majorie Grene (New York: Grove Press, 1961). 
16Frederick B. Phillips. "NTU Psychotherapy: An 
Afrocentric Approach." Journal of Black Psychiatry, vol. 17. 
no. 1 (Fall 199): 56. 
17White and Parham. 114-117. 
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A similar answer to the healing and centering of an 
African-American is found in the Azibo nosology. 18According to 
this paradigm, 
When an African's beliefs, values, attitudes, and 
behaviors are oriented (a) to recognize himself or 
herself as an African, [i.e. of African descent], (b) 
to prioritize African interests, survival, and 
proactive development, (c) to respect and perpetuate 
all things that are African, and (d) to support a 
standard of conduct that neutralizes people and things 
that are anti-African, s/he is said to be correctly 
oriented.19 
The Azibo nosology, which certainly advocates and promotes a 
positive self-image of African-Americans is akin to White's 
conceptualization of a psychologically healthy black person, 
who is "centered in, grounded in, or otherwise in touch with 
one's African-American makeup."20 Haki R. Madhubuti also 
speaks of many African-Americans as being off-centered. In an 
essay entitled, "The Spirit in Most of Us," he sees the roots 
of imbalance in our adopting or adapting to ideas, and 
18A nosology is defined as a "system for diagnosing 
diseases, disorder or pathologies, as opposed to their mere 
enumeration." See Irene Atwell and Daudi Ajani ya Azibo. 
"Diagnosing Personality Disorder in Africans (Blacks) Using 
the Azibo Nosology: Two Case Studies." Journal of Black 
Psychiatry. vol. 17. no. 2 (Spring 1991): 1. 
19Ibid. 3. 
20White and Parham. 111. 
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environments that are "anti-self."21 While he is an 
Afrocentric writer, he argues against blindly accepting and 
advocating aspects of black culture that may not serve our 
interests : 
We should be about the development of whole persons, 
and should begin that wholeness with an accurate 
understanding and assessment of our own involvement in 
our community, city, state, nation and world.22 
Thus, we see Madhubuti promoting the process of self-inventory 
or self-evaluation that Toni Cade Bambara envisioned as 
necessary to liberation and well-being of African-Americans. 
This assertion, that the community needs to look within to 
identify those internalized beliefs and values that corrode 
our psyches and communities, is similar to response of black 
feminists to issues pertaining to health and wholeness. 
Naturally, black feminists have assumed the challenge 
of battling many physiological diseases and material 
conditions (such as breast cancer, rape, HIV/AIDS abortion 
rights, etc.) . However, with respect to the inner recesses of 
the black female psyche, feminists also confront deeply 
21Haki Madhubuti. "The Spirit in Most of Us." in 
Claiming Earth: Race, Rage, Rape, Redemption (Chicago: 
Third World Press, 1995). 230. 
22Ibid. 28. 
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entrenched Eurocentric standards of beauty and 
femininity/womanhood, which present perhaps one of the 
greatest threats to the self-image of black women in America. 
In "Love Don't Always Make It Right: Black Women and Domestic 
Violence," Evelyn C. White argues that the mixed messages 
society communicates about black womanhood ultimately lead to 
an increased risk for abuse (emotional as well as 
physical/sexual) among black women. She writes: 
The images and expectations of black women are 
actually both super- and sub-human. This conflict has 
created many myths and stereotypes that cause 
confusion about our identity and make us targets for 
abuse.23 
White continues: 
...the emotional scars in all of us run deep. They go 
back as far as our history in this country and none of 
us will recover from the damage overnight. But we 
cannot begin to overcome the insecurities and self- 
hatred that contribute to the abuse in our lives until 
we take an honest look at why these feelings exist.24 
For feminist health activist Beverly Smith, these 
feelings of worthlessness and devaluation stem from a society 
that denigrates womanhood, in particular black womanhood. 
23Evelyn C. White. "Love Don't Always Make It Right: 
Black Women and Domestic Violence." in The Black Women's 
Health Book: Speaking for Ourselves. ed. Evelyn C. White 
(Seattle: Seal Press, 1990). 94. 
24Ibid. 96. 
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Paying attention to portrayals of black women in the media and 
popular culture, she maintains that black women must begin a 
process of self-definition in order to be whole. In "looking 
at the Total Picture: A conversation with Health Activist 
Beverly Smith," black feminist writer Andrea Lewis interviews 
Smith and seeks answers to how black people, but especially 
black women may become whole.25 Smith acknowledges the need 
for activism in areas such as AIDS education, but she also 
highlights the importance of women forming alliances and 
building coalitions with one another, a task that often proves 
difficult considering the conflicts that often exist between 
black women. According to Smith, part of the problem and the 
solution lies in who controls images of black women. She 
argues that "when you look at another black woman you see all 
of this reviled stuff -- you see all of the stuff that you 
embody and have been told is bad...It's intense."26 
Black feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins would agree 
that the prevailing images of black womanhood are not only 
25Andrea Lewis and Beverly Smith. "Looking at the Total 
Picture: A conversation with Health Activist Beverly Smith." 
in The Black Women's Health Book: Speaking for Ourselves, 
ed. Evelyn C. White (Seattle: Seal Press, 1990). 172-181. 
26Ibid. 180. 
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degrading but also confining. In "Mammies, Matriarchs and 
Other Controlling Images," Collins discusses how popularly 
advanced images of black women as submissive mammies, irate 
Sapphires, black matriarchs who demasculinize black men, 
oversexed Jezebels and lazy "welfare queens" foster black 
women's oppression by relegating us to the status of "the 
Other," one who does not belong and is not valued in American 
society.27 For Collins, we can only begin the battle for 
wellness by purging our psyches of such destructive images, 
and reaching a point of self-love. Thus, her solution to many 
of the problems that African-Americans, especially women, face 
is self-determination. This not only relates to economic 
independence, but most importantly to independence from 
Eurocentric notions of beauty and blackness. 
Cornel West also views self-love as the salve to cure 
the "battered identities" of black America. West identifies 
the "profound sense of psychological depression, personal 
worthlessness, and social despair so widespread in black 
America," as a by-product of a society which equates human 
27Patricia Hill Collins. "Mammies, Matriarchs and Other 
Controlling Images." chap. in Black Feminist Thought: 
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment 
(Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990; repr. New York: Routledge, 
1991). 67-98. 
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value and personhood with monetary and material acquisitions.28 
According to West, this debilitating sense of nihilism is 
inextricably tied to a commodity culture in which pleasure is 
the ultimate prize. He writes: 
Like all Americans, African-Americans are influenced 
greatly by the images of comfort, convenience, 
machismo, femininity, violence, and sexual stimulation 
that bombard customers. These seductive images 
contribute to the predominance of the market-inspired 
way of life over all others and thereby edge out 
nonmarket values -- love, care, service to others -- 
handed down by preceding generations. The 
predominance of the way of life among those living in 
poverty-ridden conditions, with a limited capacity to 
ward off self-contempt and self-hatred, results in the 
possible triumph of the nihilistic threat in black 
• 0 Q America. 
Describing nihilism as a "disease of the soul," West asserts 
that the only way to pull African-Americans out of this 
profound sense of despair, is to resort to a "love ethic," 
which affirms one's own worth and the value of one's culture 
and people.30 Consequently, his cure for this ailing 
generation of African-Americans is affirming blackness and the 
value of black life. 
28Cornel West. Race Matters (New York: Vintage Books, 




Whether sociologist, psychologist, scholar writer or 
historian, all of these cultural workers, concerned with black 
wellness, work toward the goal of being whole through the 
utilization or manipulation of language. The historian writes 
about and documents African heritage. The Afrocentric scholar 
affirms black identity by speaking of the intrinsic value 
one's Africanity. Psychiatrists and psychologists treat 
individuals by allowing them the freedom to express their 
innermost feelings, and talk about their problems. Black 
feminists and other politically-minded scholars/activists 
confront oppressive systems by attacking the images and 
ideologies (which are expressed and maintained by the use of 
language) that are damaging to black existence. They gather 
momentum and garner support through provocative written 
analyses and heated political speeches and debates. 
Regardless of their beliefs in different strategies to promote 
black wellness, it is the power of the word which enables them 
to effect any change in any way, shape or form. It is the 
power of the word which ultimately is the catalyst for 
healing. 
Nommo and Healing in Black Women's Literature 
Just as quiet, deep waters contain hidden surges of 
power, so it is with Nommo -- or what African 
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philosophers call THE WORD. Without The Word 
neither life nor death could/would exist. 
J. T. Stewart, Nommo: Poetry, Original Line Drawing 
Images 
Have you ever beheld a black berry? I mean, 
carefully, thoughtfully, examined it? The flesh is 
sweet as the sun translucent and blue black. 
Tender. Its surface a study in bumpy hills and deep 
valleys. It is a fruit of many seeds capable of 
reproducing itself a thousand times over. 
Carole A. Parks, Nommo: A Literary Legacy of Black 
Chicago 
This study takes as its point of departure the African 
concept of Nommo, translated as the power of the word, which 
I assert is perhaps the single most important aspect in the 
healing of people of African descent. Traditional healers and 
conjurers in black communities worldwide are tied to an oral 
tradition which points the curative power with which the word 
is endowed. In order to understand the significance of the 
word, and how it is able to restore and give life, especially 
in the case of hooks's work, we must trace the roots of Nommo, 
which lie within traditional African cultures. 
According to Parks, Nommo is defined as the magical 
power of the word to make or effect material change.31 In the 
31Carole A. Parks. Nommo: A Literary Legacy of Black 
Chicago (1967-87) (Chicago: OBAC Writers Workshop, 1987). 
p. xiii. 
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aforementioned quote, she likens Nommo to a blackberry, thus 
illuminating the generative or transformative capabilities of 
language. Just as the blackberry is able to reproduce a 
multitude of times, so too is Nommo. Words call into being 
man, animals, spirits, nature, and even conditions or events. 
As the words of poet J.T. Stewart attest, without words, or 
language, nothing or no one exists, since words name and 
consequently give definition to all things and all beings.32 
Thus, Nommo is able to create, produce and give life. 
Janheinz Jahn elaborates on the concept of Nommo in 
Muntu: An Outline of the New African Culture. He begins by 
outlining the four basic categories of existence (the four 
forces of the world) utilizing Bantu language: Muntu (human 
beings), Kintu (things such as animals or trees), Hantu P)lace 
and time, such as east or west and past or present, receptive) 
and Kuntu (modalities exemplified by concepts such as 
beauty) .33 Furthermore, Jahn asserts that all of these forces 
32J.T. Stewart. Nommo: Original Line Drawing Images. 
(Seattle: Harrison-Madrona Center, 1972). 1. 
33Despite the negative connotations of the term "Bantu," 
within this thesis I am utilizing the word strictly in its 
literal sense. As a linguistic term, Bantu refers to a 
classification of African languages typically in the Southeast 
Africa, but also relates to West African languages. For a 
comprehensive introductory source on Bantu languages and 
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are related: The relationship of these forces is expressed 
in their vary names, if we remove the determinative, the stem 
NTU is the same for all the categories."34 
From the previous discussion of the influence of 
Afrocentric concepts and paradigms in modern psychology, we 
understand NTU to be the life-force, the universal essence of 
life. Even so, Jahn states that "the driving power, however, 
that gives life and efficacy to all things is Nommo, the 
'word,1 of which for the moment we can only say that is word 
and water and seed and blood in one."35 This description of 
Nommo is rendered in terms reminiscent of the birthing 
process. Whether animal or human, all life emerges with water 
and seed and in many instances, blood. Consequently, Nommo 
consists of all these properties, which together represent 
fertility. 
culture, see W.D. Hammond-Tooke, ed. The Bantu-speaking 
Peoples of Southern Africa (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1974). Furthermore, in Jahn's usage Muntu refers to all human 
beings regardless of gender. Other authors, like Paul C. 
Harrison, seem to designate Muntu as only humans of the male 
gender. For this thesis, I am following Jahn's example, which 
would include women as well as men. 
3 4 Jahn. 100-101. 
35Ibid. p. 101. 
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French historian/ethnologist Marcel Griaule's seminal 
work, Conversations with Ogotemmeli,36 a blind Dogon hunter and 
priest whom Griaule interviewed in 1946, also explains the 
concept of Nommo in relation to fecundity. Ogotemmeli 
recounts his people's creation myth in which the Creator 
impregnates the earth, who then bears twins by the name of 
"Nummo, 1,37 each possessing either members. Their number was 
eight, which symbolized speech.38 Griaule was told that 
"without Nummo...it was not even possible to create the earth, 
for the earth was moulded [sic] clay it is from water (that is 
from Nummo) that its life is derived. "39 
Thus Nommo is equated with water, a substance which is 
life affirming and giving.40 In The Drama of Nommo, writer 
36Marcel Griaule. Conversations with Ogotemmeli: An 
Introduction to Dogon Religious Ideas. with an Introduction 
by Germaine Dieterlin (London: Published for the 
International African Institute by Oxford University Press, 
1965; London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1970). 
37Ibid. 19. Griaule's spelling of Nummo is the single 
instance in which I found that particular spelling of the 
word. Most references utilize the common form: Nommo. Thus, 
aside from this reference, I will abide by the popular 
spelling of the term. 
38Ibid. 
39Ibid. 19. 
40Nummo as the children of the Creator seems to 
contradict the notion of Nommo as a life-giving, creative 
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Paul C. Harrison views Nommo as a sort of magic.41 He 
acknowledges Jahn's work and states that it is Muntu or man 
who 
has sole possession of the civilizing essence, Nommo, 
in the power of the word -- spoken or gesticulated -- 
which activates all forces from their frozen state in 
a manner that establishes concreteness of 
• 42 experience. 
Griaule affirms the puissance of Nommo by relating an example 
of its life-giving properties. He explains: 
The new born child becomes a muntu only when the 
father or the 'sorcerer' gives him a name and 
pronounces it...A creature which is sharply 
distinguished from the animal and has its place in the 
community of men is produced, not by the act of birth, 
but by the word-seed; it is designated.43 
Consequently, things, humans, spirits and all creation may 
exist in a static "physical" sense, but nothing truly exists, 
nothing moves from stagnancy to activity in the universe of 
forces until it is designated by language, until it is named. 
Considering the fact that man or Muntu alone possesses the 
agent. Nevertheless, it is significant that Nommo is 
consistently related to birth and reproduction, which is its 
ultimate function. 
41Paul C. Harrison. The Drama of Nommo (New York: 
Grove Press, 1974). p. xix. 
42Ibid. p. xx. 
43Griaule. 123. 
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power of Nommo, s/he alone is able to define objects, 
conditions and phenomena as well as to communicate ideas. 
When we speak of the methods of communication of a 
people, particularly those in the Western world, most often 
the written word is given primacy, regarded with the most 
authority. However, in black cultures throughout the African 
Diaspora, communication is often most efficient and common in 
oral form. Molefi Kete Asante states: 
The word is productive and imperative, calling forth 
and commanding. Its power derives from the 
traditional emphasis of fashioning harmony out of 
spoken materials... The centrality of the word has 
existed from a long time in Africa.44 
So while most European cultures have historically relied on 
systems of writing for communication and documentation, 
Africans traditionally utilized forms of vocality, including 
the drum, which was arguably more effective considering its 
immediacy and the range or distance it covers.45 Jahn also 
perceived talking drum as a profound method of communication: 
If we take the concept of writing in a somewhat 
broader meaning than is contained in the word derived 
from the verb "to write," as it comes more naturally 
for Europeans to do, and understand the concept by its 
method but its purpose as "signs produced and employed 
44Asante. The Afrocentric Idea. 69. 
45Ibid. 59. 
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by man for the purpose of making communication, then 
the language of the drum is a kind of writing.46 
Similarly, Négritude writer and the later president of Senegal 
Leopold Senghor affirmed the emphasis of phonetics and orality 
in African communities by saying: 
The essential rhythm [of African/black languages] is 
not verbal rhythm, but the rhythm of the percussion 
instruments accompanying the human voice, more 
particularly the rhythm of those percussion 
instruments which carry the basic rhythm.47 
His comment conjures images of contemporary rap 
artists/musicians who skillfully mesh lyrical expression with 
the musical rhythms and other technical instruments which 
produce a base drumming effect. 
Like rap music, other oral forms found in the black 
community maybe traced to the oral traditions of Africa, which 
assumed various forms. According to Asante, African orature 
(often defined as oral-literature, or the sum total of one's 
oral tradition) includes vocality such as elegiac poems, 
praise songs, drumming, naming and story-telling.48 Due to the 
46Jahn. 187. 
47Leopald Senghor. "L'esprit de la civilization ou les 
lois de la culture nègro-africaine." Présence Africaine VIII 
(Paris, 1956) quoted in Paul C. Harrison. The Drama of Nommo 
(New York: Grove Press, 1972). 56. 
48Asante. Afrocentric Idea. 60. 
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attempts of European slavers to strip Africans of their 
heritage, the drum was banned -- especially since it could 
inform those held captive in nearby plantations of details of 
rebellions and other insurrections. In order to maintain the 
African's position of inferiority in American society, 
literacy was prohibited as well. Consequently, much of what 
the enslaved Africans salvaged of their culture was embodied 
in their orature. 
According to folklorist Daryl Cumber Dance, the orature 
of African-Americans is one of the advantages the community 
has over other groups in the country. In the introduction to 
Shuckin' and Jivin': Folklore from Contemporary Black 
Americans, Dance writes: 
Forced into a closed society, often largely lacking in 
literacy, Black Americans developed and maintained an 
oral tradition probably unmatched, and certainly not 
surpassed, by that of any other group in America.49 
This tradition encompasses the animal stories (such as Brer' 
Rabbit tales), toasts (such as the infamous "Signifying' 
Monkey"), work songs that grew out of the monotonous but 
rhythmic tasks of picking cotton and working on the railroad, 
49Daryl Dance. Shuckin' and Jivin': Folklore from 
Contemporary Black Americans (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press). p. xvii. 
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sermons, lectures, proverbs, riddles, rap, poetry, the 
tradition of the dozens (also known as "jonin") and a host of 
other oral tricks. 
What is particularly interesting about the black oral 
tradition is that it is often referred to as word-magic, 
associated with community people such as preachers, healers, 
conjurers, teachers, comedians, blues singers, poets, rappers, 
liars and historians.50 In describing the functions and 
effects of Nommo, Jahn says "to command things with words is 
to practice magic. And to practice word magic is to write 
poetry -- that holds not only for Africa."51 When man 
commands, he names, which is also a form of magic. 
There is nothing that there is not; whatever we have 
name for, that is; so speaks the wisdom of Yoruba 
priest. The proverb signifies that the naming, the 
enunciation produces what it names. Naming is an 
incantation, a creative act. What we cannot conceive 
of is unreal; it does not exist. But every human 
thought once expressed becomes reality. For the word 
holds the course of things in train and changes and 
transforms them. And since the word has the power, 
50Linda Goss and Marian E. Barnes. eds. Talk That Talk: 
An Anthology of African-American Storytelling (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1989). 10. 
51Jahn. 135. Jahn asserts that the power of the word 
is not exclusively the province of Africans or people of 
African descent. However, African people worldwide have a 
particularly strong oral tradition; thus, this is a defining 
element of African cultures worldwide. 
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every word is an effective word; every word is 
binding.52 
Accordingly, whatever we can conjure in thought and or through 
verbalizing, will come into existence. This too ties into 
Nommo being a form of magic since a conjurer, by definition, 
is "one who performs tricks with words." 
In "There Is No More Beautiful Way: Theory and the 
Poetics of Afro-American Women's Writing," black literary 
critic Houston A. Baker, Jr. discusses the role of theory and 
literature in going beneath the surface of the physical and 
material in search of "a metalevel of explanation"53 about the 
human condition. He presents the foundations African-American 
intellectual traditions as lying with a similar interest in 
metalevels, and asserts that enslaved Africans and their 
offspring needed to master such a world in order "to apprehend 
the operative metaphysics of various alien [read: White] 
cultures."54 According to Baker, the primacy of nonmaterial 
transaction in the African's initial negotiations of the New 
52Ibid. 133. 
“Houston Baker, Jr. "There Is No More Beautiful Way." 
in Afro-American Literary Study in the 1990's. ed. Houston 




World led to a privileging of the roles and figures of 
medicine men, griots, conjurers, priests, or priestesses.55 
Baker emphasizes the importance of these word-magicians 
to the physical as well as spiritual survival of the black 
community. In addition, he points to the relation of the word 
to magic and ultimately to healing (manifested in these 
community leaders). In Muntu, Jahn also identifies community 
healers as being endowed with and dependent on the powers of 
Nommo 
for fertility and drought, for sickness and its cure, 
for happiness and unhappiness, some muntu or other is 
responsible, whether living man, departed or orisha. 
The soothsayer says where the word that produced the 
evil originated and the "medicine man" knows the 
counter-word which is stronger and can prevent the 
evil or illness. All practices of magic...rest on the 
practice of Nommo. No medicines, "talismans," magic 
horses," no not even poisons are effective without the 
word. If they are not conjured, they are of no use in 
themselves.56 
Considering the traditional role of women, in particular 
black women as nurses, midwives, conjure women and healers, 
and the emphasis on mothering and healing in the works of many 
black women writers, it is possible to conceive of these women 




of Nommo), as metaphorical healers of their communities. 
Noted writer Margaret Walker recognizes the role of the black 
female writer as healer: 
The traditional and historic role of womankind is ever 
the role of the healing and annealing hand, whether 
the outworn modes of nurse, and mother, cook, and 
sweetheart. As a writer, theses are still her 
concerns. These are still the stuff about which she 
writes the human condition, the human potential, the 
human destiny.57 
According to Marjorie Pryse, Walker, "like Zora Neale Hurston 
before her, sees folk magic as art and fiction as a form of 
conjuring."58 Furthermore, images of women as healers and 
accounts of healings abound in literature by black women, 
particularly fiction. 
57Margaret Walker. "On Being Female, Black and Free." 
in The Woman Writer on Her work. ed. Janet Sternburg (New 
York: Norton, 1980) 96. quoted in Minrose C. Gwin. 
"Jubilee: The Black Woman's Celebration of Human Community." 
in Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction and Literary Tradition, 
ed. Marjorie Pryse and Hortense J. Spillers (Blooming: 
Indiana University Press, 1985). 138. 
58Marjorie Pryse. "Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, 
and the 'Ancient Power’ of Black Women." in Conjuring Black 
Women, Fiction and Literary Tradition ed. Marjorie Pryse and 
Hortense J. Spillers (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1985) . 2 . 
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used the power of the written Hurston's Mules and Men59 " 
text itself as a form of magic"60 by sharing details of her 
initiations with folk healers in the South and Haiti, and the 
rituals and trials she endured to become a conjure woman. She 
describes the potions and various concoctions used to "fix" 
someone. Readers witness Nommo as she "recites" the chants, 
incantations and spells that accompany the remedies. In 
Hurston's most popular work Their Eves Were Watching God, 
Nommo is demonstrated through the author's mastery of 
transferring the spoken word, in this case Ebonics,61 into 
written form, as well as demonstrating the tradition of 
storytelling with the use of the frame story (the story within 
a story technique). The main character Janie, sits on the 
porch with her "kissin '-friend" Phoebe, and recounts the 
experiences of her life, her trials and ultimately her 
59Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men [193 51 . Preface by 
Franz Boas with a New Foreword by Arnold Rampersad. ed. 
Henry Louis Gates. (New York: Harper Perennial, 1990). 
60Pryse. "Zora, Alice and Ancient Power." 11. 
61This terms refers "black English," or the vernacular 
of black southerners. For more information on this subject 
see Robert L. Williams. ed. Ebonics: The True Language of 
Black Folk (St. Louis, MO: Institute of Black Studies, 1975; 
and J.L. Dillard. Black English: Its History and Usage in 
the United States (New York: Vintage Books, 1973). 
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development into a self-defined, whole person. The power of 
Nommo is further exhibited when Phoebe experiences a 
transformation (a healing) due to the tale, and informs her 
friend she feels as if she'll grow taller just from listening! 
Contemporary black women's literature contains numerous 
more examples of the black female tradition of healing and the 
significance of the word. Linda Beatrice Brown's novel, 
Rainbow Roun' Mah Shoulder,62 contains the story of a middle- 
aged healer who finds an apprentice in the person of her 
godchild, to whom she "transfers" her gift of conjuring and 
knowledge of herbs, and other medicinal items. Barbara J. 
Marshall in "Kitchen Table Talk: J. California Cooper's Use 
of Nommo--Female Bonding and Transcendence," equates such 
connections between women, the intimate conversations with an 
exercise in healing. Though dealing primarily with Cooper's 
novel A Piece of Mine,63 Marshall's analysis may be applied to 
black women's literary production in general. She writes: 
If there is a distinguishing feature of the literature 
of black women... women talk to other women in this 
tradition, and their friendships with other women -- 
62Linda Beatrice Brown. Rainbow Roun' Mah Shoulder. 
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1989). 
63J. California Cooper. A Piece of Mine. (New York: 
Anchor, 1992) . 
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mothers, sisters, grandmothers, friends, lovers are 
vital to their growth and well-being...Women (usually 
two) gather together in a small room to share that can 
only be trusted to a kindred female spirit.64 
Marshall also points to rituals such as the "laying on 
of hands," and the existence of "other mothers" -- women, such 
as one's aunt, cousin or godmothers who nurture and care -- as 
symbols of healing in black women's literature. Healing 
symbols and signs (such as women bonding) may be found in 
three contemporary works by black women writers: Toni 
Morrison's The Bluest Eve,65 Toni Cade Bambara ' s The Salt 
Eaters, 66and Audre Lorde's The Cancer Journals. Each work 
takes as its task identifying ways t-o be whole in a society 
that devalues African-Americans, especially those of the 
female gender. In each work, readers are exposed to the 
damaging effects of racism, sexism and other systems of 
oppression. 
64Barbara J. Marshall. "Kitchen Table Talk." 95. 
65Toni Morrison. The Bluest Eve with a new Afterword by 
the author (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970; New 
York: Plume, 1993). 
66Toni Cade Bambara. The Salt Eaters. 2d ed. (New 
York: Random House, 1980; New York: Vintage, 1992). 
67Audre Lorde. The Cancer Journals. 2nd ed. (San 
Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1980). 
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Morrison's The Bluest Eve tells the story of eleven- 
year-old Pecola Breedlove, a girl who is convinced that all 
the pain, misery and unhappiness of her life is due to the 
simple fact that she is black and therefore ugly. She longs 
and prays each night to have blue eyes, the bluest eyes ever, 
in order to reverse the harsh conditions of her young life: 
teasing by schoolmates, abuse by parents and general feelings 
of being unloved. 
It had occurred to Pecola some time ago that if her 
eyes, those eyes that held the pictures, and knew the 
sights -- if those eyes of hers were different, that 
is to say, beautiful, she herself would be different. 
Her teeth were good, and at least her nose was not big 
and flat like some of those who were thought so cute. 
If she looked different, beautiful, maybe Cholly would 
be different, and Mrs. Breedlove too. Maybe they’d 
say, "Why look at pretty-eyed Pecola. We mustn't do 
bad things in front of those pretty eyes."68 
Pecola is a product of what most would call a "broken 
home," or a "dysfunctional family." The family's name, 
Breedlove is quite the misnomer considering the members are 
able to do anything but show affection. The emotional 
distance is evidenced in Pecola and her brother referring to 
their mother as "Mrs. Breedlove" and calling their father by 
his first name "Cholly." Most interactions among the members 
68Toni Morrison. 46. 
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are violent and painful, and the first scene in which Pecola 
appears with her mother is characterized by violence. Pecola, 
accompanied by her friends Claudia and Frieda, go to 
Mrs. Breedlove's place of employment, a white family's home 
where Pecola accidentally knocks over a blueberry pie. 
Mrs. Breedlove's reaction is hostile and "in one gallop she 
was on Pecola, and with the back of her hand knocked her on 
the floor. , "69 
Despite the emotional expanse between mother and 
daughter, Pecola's obsession with blue eyes is a "like-mother¬ 
like-daughter" trait. In the chapter which outlines 
Mrs. Breedlove's past, we see a woman who believes she is most 
unattractive and suffers primarily due to her "crooked, 
archless foot that flopped when she walked."70 In an attempt 
to escape the pain of her life, she finds refuge in movies 
starring Clark Gable and Jean Harlow. The movie theater 
teaches her about romance and the dominant culture's standards 
of beauty, what Morrison labels "probably the most destructive 





so deeply immersed in white standards of beauty that after 
giving birth to Pecola, she thinks "A right smart baby she 
was...But I knowed she was ugly. Head full of pretty hair, 
but Lord she was ugly."72 Consequently, Mrs. Breedlove is only 
able to "breed" a child whose identity is consumed by self- 
hate . 
Pecola's relationship with her father is also marked by 
violence, as she becomes the victim of incest/rape. However, 
the roots of this violence are seen in Cholly's own 
victimization. Having lost his mother and been abandoned by 
his father, young Cholly is left in the hands of his great 
Aunt Jimmy. His self-image suffers a cruel blow when he is 
"humiliated by leering white voyeurs during his sexual 
initiation,"73 and subsequently rejected by his run-away 
father. After marrying Mrs. Breedlove, he proves lacking in 
emotional resources necessary to be either husband or father 
and Pecola ultimately suffers. 
Pecola's only source of female bonding and friendship, 
and potential for healing lies with her friend Claudia. 
72Ibid. 126. 
73Karen Carmen. Toni Morrison’s World of Fiction. 
(Troy, New York: The Whitston Publishing Col., 1993). 23. 
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Claudia, who narrates the story, exhibits a healthy sense of 
self in that she refuses to fall victim to the dominant ideas 
concerning beauty, and combats such self-defeating beliefs 
with her desire to destroy white baby dolls. Claudia reflects 
on her lack of fascination with the dolls: 
I had only one desire: to dismember it. To see of 
what it was made, to discover the dearness, to find 
the beauty, the desirability that had escaped me, but 
apparently only me. Adults, older girls, shops, 
magazines, newspaper, window signs, -- all the world 
had agreed that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired pink¬ 
skinned doll was what every girl child treasured.74 
Claudia's insight is further revealed in her reasoning why 
they should not despise the light-skinned Maureen Peal: 
And all the time we knew that Maureen Peal was not the 
Enemy and not worthy of such intense hatred. The 
Thing to fear was the Thing that made her beautiful, 
and not us.75 
Such arguments and logic are lost upon Pecola. Her only 
recourse is to visit Soaphead Church, a neighborhood conjure 
man. She petitions the man for blue eyes and he sees her 
request as "the most poignant and the one most deserving of 





Indian origin who suffers from a similar form of menticide 
(due to his inter-racial lineage), is unable to grant her 
request. It is only through insanity that Pecola receives her 
wish. 
The only nurturing Pecola receives comes in the form of 
her young friend Claudia, but that form of "women-bonding" is 
not strong enough to protect Pecola from the attacks of a 
racist society. Her self-image is never allowed to grow, but 
rather falls victim to the harsh onslaughts by the dominant 
culture. In the final paragraph of the story, after Pecola's 
psychological demise, Claudia acknowledges the destructive 
power of racist standards of beauty: 
This soil is bad for certain kinds of flowers, Certain 
seeds it will not nurture, certain fruit it will not 
bear, and when the land kills of its own volition, we 
acquiesce and say the victim had no right to live.77 
Toni Cade Bambara's novel, The Salt Eaters also plays 
upon images of female bonding and folkloric knowledge of 
conjuring and healing. The novel centers around Velma Henry, 
an unsuccessful suicide victim, and Minnie Ransom, the famed 
healer of the fictional town of Claybourne, Georgia. In the 
novel's opening, Minnie Ransom talks to Velma, who's seated on 
77Ibid. 206. 
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a stool in the Southwest Community Infirmary. Minnie asks 
"Are you sure, sweetheart, that you want to be well?"78 thereby 
suggesting that health is not a matter to be taken lightly, 
and requires considerable effort on an individual's part. 
Several individuals are gathered in the room: visiting 
interns, a teenage couple and soon-to-be parents, twelve 
individuals called "The Master's Mind," who seem to be 
spiritually endowed. Velma's godmother M'Dear Sophie Heywood 
and other beings including vodun deities and Old Wife, 
Minnie's spiritual teacher also witness the healing. Other 
significant characters include Obie, Velma's husband, who is 
suffering from his own sense of pain, Dr. Meadows, who 
struggles with his identity as an educated yet black man from 
the rural south, and a multicultural female troupe called "The 
Seven Sisters." All characters in the novel are in need of a 
healing and are drawn, consciously or not to Claybourne, or 
more specifically to the room where Minnie works to cure 
Velma. 
Though the actual healing seems to span the length of 
the novel, the actual scenes from this cathartic session 
occupy a few pages. Nevertheless, Bambara invokes images of 
78Bambara. Salt Eaters. 3. 
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healing to which the readers are invited to witness, along 
with the other members in the room: 
Over the years it had become routine: She simply 
placed her left hand on the patient's spine and her 
right on the navel, then clearing the channels, 
putting herself aside, she became available to a 
healing force no one had yet, to her satisfaction, 
captured in a name. Her eyelids closed locking out 
the bounce and band of light and sound and heat, 
sealing in the throbbing glow that moved forward 
between her brows then fanned out into a petaled 
rainbow, fanning, pulsing, then contracting again into 
a single white flame...On the stool or in the chair 
with this patient or that, Minnie could dance their 
dance and match their beat and echo their pitch and 
know their frequency as if her own. . .she knew each way 
of being in the world and could welcome them home 
again, open to wholeness ... Eyes wide open to the swing 
from expand to contract, dissolve congeal, release 
restrict, foot tapping, throat throbbing in song to 
the ebb and flow of renewal, she would welcome them 
healed into her arms.79 
As Gloria T. Hull says in her analysis of The Salt 
Eaters, the author's genius in depicting the session 
stems from the fact that she believes in "the 
spiritual arts" -- that is, all those avenues of 
knowing/being which are opposed to the "rational," 
"Western," "scientific" mode: telepathy and other 
psychic phenomena; astrology, dream analysis... herbal 
and folk medicine; voices, visions and signs; witches, 
loa..."ancient wisdoms," the power of prayer; root 
men. . .conjure women. . .and so.80 
79Ibid. 47-48. 
80Gloria T. Hull, "What It Is I Think She's Doing Anyhow: 
A Reading of Toni Cade Bambara ’ s The Salt Eaters," in 
Homeqirls: A Black Feminist Anthology. ed. Barbara Smith 
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Consequently, the novel is teeming with symbolism and 
signs pointing to spiritual concepts and ideas that are often 
dismissed by being relegated to the New Age Movement. For 
Velma, a character who has attempted suicide, suffers from her 
intense involvement in the political and social, but not 
spiritual uplift of her community. The curative that she 
needs, but fights, is the centering of her spirit in the 
traditions of her people. She has dreams and visions and is 
able to travel through time, visiting the past and learning of 
the ancient power of women. At the completion of Velma's 
healing we see her connection to the woman-healer as well as 
to the spirit world: 
She tried to look around, to take in the healer, the 
people encircling her, the onlooker behind. But there 
were so many other things to look at closer at hand. 
The silvery tendrils that fluttered between her 
fingers, extending out like tiny webs of invisible 
thread. The strands that flowed from her to Minnie 
Ransom to faintly outlined witness by the windows.81 
Thus, Velma becomes whole, not only by connecting with her 
spiritual side, but also by participating in a ritual of 
female-bonding. Bambara succeeds in educating the reader 
(New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 1983). 127. 
81Bambara, Salt Eaters. 266. 
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about the need to remain centered and achieve a level of 
balance and harmony in life. 
Audre Lorde ' s, The Cancer Journals is also a book 
dealing with healing, thought in a more direct manner, in the 
sense of being concerned with an actual physical ailment, 
compared to the novels of Morrison and Bambara. Within the 
books pages, the black feminist poet/writer, who recently 
succumbed to breast cancer shares her thoughts and experiences 
in battling the disease. Though the book is a work of non¬ 
fiction, she nevertheless creatively and analytically tells 
"real life" stories which are intended to educate readers 
about the illness and hopefully aid others in the healing 
process. As such, The Cancer Journals represents another form 
of Nommo, in which word-magic is utilized to bring about more 
pleasant and physically healthy conditions. 
Lorde recognized the healing properties of the word and 
its importance to one's life. This belief is revealed in her 
introduction to the book in which she discusses her literary 
intent : 
May these words serve as encouragement for other women 
to speak and to act out of our experiences with cancer 
and other threats of death, for silence has never 
brought us anything of worth. Most of all, may these 
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words underline the possibilities of self-healing and 
the richness of living for all women.82 
With this statement, Lorde places herself within the healing 
tradition of black "other mothers" described by Barbara 
Marshall. Simultaneously, she stresses the need for women to 
form alliances to speak out against the oppressive systems 
that stunt female growth and impede the development of self- 
assured whole individuals. 
Within the journal entries, which are interspersed among 
reflective accounts written by the author after leaving the 
hospital, Lorde attributes her self-healing -- which may be 
considered more psychological than physical since the disease 
eventually "won," -- to the presence and strength and support 
of women friends, other mothers, who eased her pain during the 
recovery process. She writes: 
From the time I woke up to the slow growing warmth of 
Adrienne's and Bernice's and Deann's and Michelle's 
and France's coats on the bed, I felt Beth Israel 
Hospital wrapped in a web of woman love and strong 
wishes of faith and hope for the whole time I was 
there, and it made self-healing more possible, knowing 




While the women who helped her in the recovery process may not 
be endowed with the power of Nommo per se, they nevertheless 
take on roles of nurturance which symbolize the healing of 
role of women in society. 
Adrienne offered to rise early to park the car for 
Frances so she could be with me before the operation. 
Blanche and Clare took the children shopping for 
school clothes, and helped give them a chance to put 
up and laugh in the midst of all this grimness. My 
sister Helen made chicken soup with homemade 
dumplings. Bernice gathered material and names and 
addresses and testimonials for alternative treatments 
for breast cancer. And through those three days 
between the biopsy and the mastectomy good wishes came 
pouring in by mail and telephone and the door and 
psychic ether.84 
To succinctly phrase the effects of this woman-bonding, she 
says "the love of women healed me."85 
Through her accounts are personal, strengthened in 
authority by first person narration, Lorde also uses Nommo to 
speak against forces of domination, in this case: sexist 
attitudes concerning women who lose a breast to cancer. The 
author's most painful experiences were indeed psychological at 
the time, and followed attempts by nurses and other hospital 
staff to convince her to wear a prosthesis. Refusing to do 
Ibid. 30 . 
'Ibid. 39 . 
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so, she also gives voice to her belief that doing so only 
contributes to society's depiction of women as sex-objects. 
The reader is able to hear her voice, and sense her anger as 
well as her passion when she explains: 
To imply to a woman that yes, she can be the "same" as 
before surgery, with the skillful application of a 
little puff of lambs-wool, and/or silicone gel, is to 
place an emphasis upon prosthesis which encourages her 
not to deal with herself as physically and emotionally 
real, even though altered and traumatized. This 
emphasis upon the cosmetic after surgery re-enforces 
this society's stereotype of women, that we are only 
what we look or appear, so this is the only aspect of 
our experience we need to address.86 
Lorde continues : 
I refuse to be reduced in my own-eyes or in the eyes 
of others from warrior to mere victim, simply because 
it might render me a fraction more acceptable or less 
dangerous to the still complacent, those who believe 
if you cover up a problem it ceases to exist. I 
refuse to hide my body simply because it might make a 
woman-phobic world more comfortable.87 
Thus, with these comments, Lorde uses the word to define, to 
command and to name herself and the conditions she finds 
herself in. Consequently, between the references to "other 
mothers" in her life during her battle in the hospital, and 




and speaking out of and about one's experiences, we may view 
Lorde, in addition to Morrison, Bambara and other black women- 
writers/conjure-women, as a healer in the community, for she 
wishes to use word-magic, Nommo, to confront issues and 




SOOTHSAYER: NOMMO AND HEALING IN THE WORKS OF BELL HOOKS 
The preceding chapter focused on the concept of Nommo as 
evidenced in select novels of two fiction writers (Toni 
Morrison and Toni Cade Bambara) and in the compelling journal 
of a feminist poet (Audre Lorde) . Keeping in mind the 
thoughts of writer-poet Margaret Walker (cited in chapter 
three) -- in which she identifies the recurring theme of 
healing in the works of black women writers as characteristic 
of that particular group's literary intent -- readers may 
consequently come to view the two fictional works addressed in 
the previous chapter as demonstrating that concern for 
wholeness of which Walker speaks. Lorde1s account of her 
struggle with breast cancer, though not a work of fiction, 
nevertheless surpasses the realm of mere non-fiction through 
its internal use of elements of storytelling and imagination 
while continuing the narrative tradition in which countless 
works of African-American literature fall. Consequently, all 
three books, regardless of their respective genres, embody 
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Nommo, in that with each work the writers seek to breathe life 
into the word, in hopes that their invocations not only 
conjure up and illuminate the joy and pain of the African- 
American experience, but also that their own word-magic may 
actually affect some positive change in the black community. 
In a similar vein, after reading a few of the many 
publications that bell hooks has to her name, one common 
thread becomes abundantly clear: hooks feels a sense of 
urgency about and possesses a passionate concern with healing 
the pain of the black community. Healing is a recurring theme 
in all of hooks1s works, whether she writes of the images of 
blackness and whiteness in popular culture, black women and 
feminist discourse, sexism, internalized racism or the actual 
physical violence that threatens many black families and 
communities. Much of her writing, like that of many black 
female creative writers, seeks to express, and in many 
instances to explain by personal examples, the pain and the 
joys of being black in America. 
Consequently, hooks repeatedly articulates her theories 
or frames her analyses and critiques in terms pertaining to 
pain, healing, wholeness and recovery. For example, in 
"Eating the Other," and essay in Black Looks, she 
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contextualizes, gives definition to and puts into perspective 
the "dilemma" of being an African-American, by writing that 
"much of the psychic pain that black people experience daily 
in a white supremacist context is caused by dehumanizing 
oppressive forces, forces that render us invisible and deny us 
recognition."1 Likewise in another essay entitled 
"Revolutionary Black Women," hooks offers an explanation for 
the manner in which black women can be verbally and physically 
abusive to one another. She notes that "among black women, 
such deeply internalized pain and self-rejection informs the 
aggression inflicted on the mirror image -- other black 
women."2 
This use of a healing vocabulary is not limited to the 
aforementioned essays; it informs all of hooks's writing and 
may be found in the articles she pens for popular magazines or 
in her various books. In identifying the motivation behind 
and the purpose underlying her intellectual endeavors, hooks 
writes : 
^ell hooks, "Eating the Others," in Black Looks : Race 
and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 35. 
2bell hooks, "Revolutionary Black Women" in Black Looks : 
Race Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 42. 
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My critical thinking right now is focused on [the] 
black experience of oppression and how it damages and 
wounds us. And I am particularly concerned with what 
we do to heal ourselves, to recover a sense of 
wholeness.3 
From these passages, we come to realize that hooks's own 
engagement with concepts of healing in writing lends credence 
to Margaret Walker's assertion that a concern with healing 
characterizes the work of many black women writers. From 
these quotes, we may also glean that hooks's conceptualization 
of health is akin to that outlined and defined in chapter two. 
She is deeply concerned with wholeness, an idea that 
encompasses the mental, and spiritual realms of human 
experience, as well as the physical and/or material. 
In "Spiritual Daughters of the Black American South," 
literary scholar Mary Hughes Brookhart treats novels by four 
black women writers, works which exhibit the black southern 
female tradition of healing. Brookhart examines the 
relationship between older, wiser women vested with the 
spiritual power to heal and their younger female heiresses, 
who though ostracized and often misunderstood by their 
3bell hooks, "An Interview with bell hooks by Gloria 
Watkins: No, Not Talking Back, Just Talking to Myself, 
January 1989," in Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural 
Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990), 217. 
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communities, nevertheless use their newly found gifts for "the 
survival and health of that community."4 Furthermore, 
Brookhart acknowledges Toni Morrison's belief in the novel's 
power to heal as well as literary critic Joanne M. Baritone's 
assertion that the act of writing may be viewed as a metaphor 
for healing, in which the writer possess the power and the 
reader is the recipient of these gifts, or the one who 
experiences a healing.5 Brookhart's article also illuminates 
critical Joanne V. Gabbin's idea that supports the notion of 
fictional works serving healing functions. Brookhart writes: 
Gabbin considers the "laying on of the hands" present 
in a number of works by black women" [such as 
Bambara's The Salt Eaters, mine] to be metaphor for 
the function of the writings themselves. The writings 
bring readers who have been wounded by "racism, 
oppression and indifference" toward self-definition as 
they convey cultural traditions "too long silenced by 
the male-centered literary tradition.6 
Moreover, Brookhart positions this power to heal within a 
space that is not only occupied by black women, but also is 
overwhelmingly southern. She explains that this region is 
4Mary Hughes Brookhart, "Spiritual Daughters of the 
Black American South," in The Female Tradition in Southern 
Literature, ed. Carol S. Manning (Chicago: University of 




more than a land mass situated below the Mason-Dixon line. 
For Brookhart, the South is "a psychological space where those 
who have been made anemic by their exile can come into contact 
with mystical powers and be rejuvenated."7 
Within this context, if we briefly examine hooks 1s life, 
we may posit that hooks is like the literary spiritual 
daughters of whom Brookhart speaks. The four writers whose 
works Brookhart interrogates, all hail from the South, have 
close ancestral roots or ties to the region, or identify 
themselves as southerners. hooks is also a self-identified 
southern writer, and consistently interjects this fact within 
her work. 
In "Place in Fiction," popular southern writer Endora 
Welty explains the importance of place in literature. 
Although her article deals primarily with fiction, much of her 
analysis is equally applicable to non-fiction as well, In 
7Ibid., 124. Readers should note that although the 
power to heal is associated with black women in Brookhart's 
article and within this thesis, the role of women as healers, 
nurturers of medicine women is also evidenced in other 
cultures, in particular among Native American and other 
"indigenous" populations. However, focusing on the 
experiences of the black community, one recognizes black 
women, typically located in the South, as those who occupy 
roles as healers, conjurers, hoodoo women, psychics or 
midwives. 
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speaking on the significance of place to the writer's project, 
she says: "Place is where he [or she, the writer, mine] has 
his root, place is where he stands in his experience out of 
which he writes, it provides the base of reference in his 
work...the point of view."8 This statement easily relates to 
bell hooks's work, especially given her tendency to interject 
her personal/lived experiences in her social and cultural 
critiques. Upon reading her first book, readers notice that 
her writing style is highly introspective and personal 
(reminiscent of black narrative traditions) and that the 
locality, the region in which she was reared greatly informs 
her politics and consequently her writing. That place is the 
once segregated town of Hopkinsville, Kentucky. 
Commenting on her childhood to writer Kevin Powell, she 
says : 
Growing up in racial apartheid really has affected me. 
The world we grew up in was so segregated. I was 
raised in Hopkinsville, Ky., with five sisters and one 
brother. It was a traditional black, patriarchal 
southern home. My brother didn't have six sisters; he 
had six slaves. On one hand, it was a male-dominated 
8Eudora Welty, "Place in Fiction," in A Modern Southern 
Reader, ed. Ben Forkner and Patrick Samway (Atlanta: 
Peachtree Publishers, 1986), 537. 
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household, but it was also rich in "sister-bonding" 
between females.9 
Her comment is telling that it reveals her sensitivity to and 
awareness of the sexist ideologies and practices that were and 
to a great degree are still embedded in southern ideologies 
and practices that were and to a great degree are still 
embedded in southern culture, particularly in black 
communities. Perhaps most importantly is her acknowledgement 
of the woman-bonding (which is so central to healing in black 
women's literature) that occurred in that space. The 
significance of relationships with other women is evident in 
her autobiographical essay "Black is a Woman's Color," in 
which she writes of her identification with older black women 
in her community. Through the use of a distant narrative 
voice, she reflects on her girlhood: 
Even though she is young, she comes to understand the 
meaning of exile and loss. They say that she is 
really not a young girl, but an old woman born again 
into a young girl's body. they do not know how to 
speak the woman's language so they are afraid of her. 
She might be witch. They have given her a large thick 
paperback of original fairy tales. On page after 
page, an old woman is eating children, thinking some 
wicked deed, performing evil magic. She is not 
surprised that they fear the old woman inside her. 
She understands that the old women in the fairy tales 
9bell hooks, "Uncut Funk," interview by Kevin Powell, 
VIBE (May, 1995): 60. 
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do evil because they are misunderstood. She is a 
lover of old women. She does not mind at all when 
they look at her and say she must be ninety, look at 
the way she walks. No! They say she must be at least 
a hundred.10 
Here we see her identification with older women. hooks 
even takes this connection to older women a step further by 
adopting her great-grandmother's name "Bell Hooks" as her 
penname. In doing so, she invokes or conjures the spirit of 
her ancestor who was known for being outspoken. Additionally, 
like the women in the fairy tales, like the fictional 
characters vested with healing powers and like the new 
"initiates," the youthful hooks describes feeling of 
alienation and being misunderstood. Even so, she observes, 
listens and learns from those women who enter her life in this 
southern town. 
Not surprisingly, hooks is also ostracized by many 
within the black community and within academia due to her 
frankness of speech. Nevertheless, she uses her power, her 
word-magic, to improve the spiritual and psychological health 
of those in the community. Like the black women writers who 
10bell hooks, "Black is a Woman's Color," in Bearing 
Witness: Selections from African-American Autobiography in 
the Twentieth Century, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1991), 342-343. 
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continue this tradition of healing in their fiction, hooks 
also maintains ties to this legacy, though she writes in a 
more direct and confrontational manner. 
Considering the political and scholarly nature of her 
work, hooks is widely considered to be a writer of non¬ 
fiction. However, given her propensity to support her 
arguments and illustrate her points through narration of 
autobiographical events, her work is more appropriately 
described as creative non-fiction.11 Granted, while 
autobiographies convey events and experiences that have 
actually happened, this particular genre remains intertwined 
with fiction, in that a writer is obliged to re-construct or 
re-member history, through the use of imagination, creativity12 
11 "Creative non-fiction" is a contemporary term 
describing literature which crosses the boundaries of fiction 
and non-fiction. The term is typically used to describe 
writings that have definite relations to truth, but rely 
heavily on the technical devices of fiction. Molly Hite 
writes of "autobiographical fiction," in which the distinction 
between truth and fabrication are blurred at best. (In Gender 
and Genre in Literature: Redefining Autobiography in 
Twentieth-Century Women's Fiction ed. Janice Morgan and 
Colette T. Hall, (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1991), 
p. xiv-xv. 
12Hite also notes that "Self-writing is, in fact, a kind 
of creativity." Ibid., p. xv. In discussing Zora Neale 
Hurston's autobiographical work, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese 
asserts: "Like other autobiographers, black women construct 
prose portraits of themselves." Thus, also acknowledges the 
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and a memory which naturally suffers from the amount of time 
between the event itself and its recording. Thus, bell 
hooks's work, as Lorde's The Cancer Journals (among many other 
works in the creative non-fiction genre) may be viewed as a 
sort of "laying on the hands," serving a healing function 
similar to works considered to be strictly fictional. 
hooks participates in this writing of the self and 
simultaneously relates aspects of Nommo to its written form 
and to wholeness by explaining her experiences of isolation as 
a child: 
I came to theory because I was hurting. Whenever I 
tried in childhood to compel folks around me to look 
at the world differently, I was punished...Living in 
childhood without a sense of home, I found sanctuary 
in "theorizing," where I could imagine [i.e. conjure, 
mine] possible futures. This "loved" experience of 
critical thinking, of reflection and analysis, became 
a place where I worked at explaining that theory could 
be a healing place...But theory is not inherently 
healing, liberatory or revolutionary. It fulfills 
this function only when we ask that it do and direct 
our theorizing toward this end.13 
creative, or fictional quality of this literary genre. See 
Elizabeth Fox Genovese, "My Status, My Self: Autobiographical 
Writings of Afro-American Women" in Reading Black Reading 
Feminist: A Critical Anthology ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
(New York: Meridian, 1990, 180. 
13bell hooks, "Out of the Academy and Into the Streets," 
MS (July/August, 1992): 80. 
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With this comment, hooks acknowledges the existence and 
strength of Nommo. Her statement may be aligned to Jahn's 
assertions in Muntu (discussed in chapter three) that 
medicines, and magic are ineffective without Nommo, and that 
it is only after thoughts are expressed that they have the 
power to change and transform. Thus, hooks must call upon 
theory, conjuring up the powers of Nommo, in order for her 
theories to be effective and productive. Ultimately, she 
performs this word-magic through the vehicle of the written 
word, which, though arguably not as powerful as the spoken 
word, is nonetheless a manifestation of Nommo. As she says in 
"Choosing the Margin," "Our words are not without meaning, 
they are an action, a resistance. Language is also a place of 
struggle. "14 
The revolutionary aspect of Nommo, its capacity to serve 
as a site of resistance is echoed by many feminist writers. 
Patricia Hill Collins, in the preface to her book writes of 
the need to find her voice. She states that her experiences 
are far from unique and "like African-American women, many 
others who occupy socially denigrated categories have been 
14bell hooks, "Choosing the Margin," in Yearning: Race, 
Gender and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990), 
146 . 
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similarly silenced.15 Collins thus stresses how crucial coming 
to one's voice is to members of disadvantaged, marginalized or 
oppressed groups in order to achieve a sense of empowerment 
and agency. Likewise, Audre Lorde continually expressed the 
need for oppressed groups, in particular women, to speak out 
in order to change their circumstances. She remarked: 
My silences had not protected me. Your silence will 
not protect you...What are the words you do not yet 
have? What do you need to say? What are the 
tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make 
your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still 
in silence?16 
Similarly, black female psychotherapist Julia A. Boyd explains 
the need for black women to speak, and simultaneously asserts 
the power of Nommo, by proclaiming that "we [black women] keep 
our emotional hurt carefully locked and hidden within our 
physical selves. Believing the myth that silence is strength, 
we're letting our emotional pains slowly kill us, bit by 
bit."17 Furthermore, Charlotte Watson Sherman, in the 
15Collins, p. xii. 
16Audre Lorde, "The Transformation of Silence into 
Language and Action." Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches 
(Freedom, California: The Crossing Press, 1984), 41. 
17Julia Boyd, In the Company of My Sisters: Black Women 
and Self-Esteem (New York: Dutton, 1993), 100-101. 
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introduction to her anthology of womanist prose, recognizes 
the healing properties of the word when she says: 
There is a belief that you can change your present 
circumstances if your history is told, if your story 
is given recognition and legitimacy. In the past, 
when access to psychiatrists and psycho-therapists was 
limited for communities of color, people were able to 
heal each other by talking about the things that hurt 
them, concerned them and brought joy into their 
lives.18 
Consequently, other writers, who may not be aware of the term 
Nommo to describe its generative or transformative 
capabilities, nevertheless recognize the liberatory potential 
of the word. 
However, as hooks argues, and as demonstrated in 
Sherman's comment, theory and thoughts remain ineffective and 
unable to exercise their healing/liberatory powers unless we 
call upon them, unless we give voice to them (either through 
verbal articulation or through the written word). This is not 
to say that these utterances alone will effect change. In 
fact, although hooks emphasizes the transformative power of 
language, she also realizes the limitations of theory and the 
written word: 
18Charlotte Watson Sherman, ed., Sisterfire: Black 
Womanist Fiction and Poetry. (New York: Harper Perennial, 
1994), pp. xvii-xviii. 
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When I talked about my family, what I had to share was 
not progress, but greater loss of economic stability, 
greater mental health issues, addiction, etc., etc. 
This is a very harming thing because many times I have 
had to say to myself: Here I have all this knowledge 
and I have this thing of knowledge as power and yet I 
have not been able to transform the minds of the 
people that I love most in the world.19 
Nevertheless, her emphasis on the healing aspects of language 
and theory throughout her works points to her strong belief in 
the healing had transformative capacities of Nommo. After 
all, in some instances the mere voicing (through the written 
or the spoken word) serves as a catalyst for transformation 
and empowerment. 
In relation to health in the black community, the 
intense denial among many members of the ideologies and the 
resulting behaviors that nibble at our collective well-being 
constitutes a barrier to utilizing the therapeutic 
capabilities of the word. For hooks, this denial relates not 
only to our history of oppression in this country, but also 
the ways in which we as a community have internalized and 
embraced many concepts (such as sexism) and stereotypical 
19bell hooks, "Feminist Theory in Practice: An Interview 
with bell hooks, Encounter With an Impressive Female Academic 
Fighter Against Multiple Forms of Oppression," interview by 
Helma Lutz, Women's Studies International Forum, vol. 16, no. 
4, 420. 
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notions about blackness. However, such issues often remain 
taboo in our communities. Historically, black communities 
have been notorious for not wanting to "put your laundry out 
in the street." hooks speaks of this denial and the negative 
impact that self-censorship has on the community: 
There is much which we -- black people -- must speak 
about, much that is private that must be openly 
shared, if we are to heal our wounds (hurts caused by 
domination and exploitation and oppression) if we are 
to recover and realize ourselves.20 
Consequently, according to hooks, much of what plagues our 
psyches and interferes with our attempts to act as agents with 
healthy self-concepts lies within our refusal to deal with 
(i.e. to talk about) our complicity in maintaining relations 
of oppression and domination in everyday life. 
In an essay entitled "Healing Our Wounds," hooks 
addresses this problem of collective amnesia: 
Despite the incredible changes in the structure of 
racism in this country, we still live within a white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchal society that must 
attack and assault the psyches of black people (and 
other people of color) to perpetuate and maintain 
itself. And we still suffer. When African Americans 
begin to collectively name and confront this suffering 
in ways that are constructively healing, we will be 
better able to share our reality with those allies in 
struggle who are not black people, but are equally 
20bell hooks, "Talking Back, 
Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: 
in Talking Back: Thinking 
South End Press, 1989), 3. 
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committed to transforming this society, to ending 
racist domination.21 
Even so, within the works of many black women writers, 
and in the case of bell hooks, we see individuals breaking 
that silence, summoning the powers of Nommo to call out, 
confront, and ultimately empower us to eradicate the systems 
of domination that pervade our society and impede our efforts 
to be whole. As hooks notes: 
In nonfiction writing by black women engaged in 
feminist thinking (particularly the work of writers 
like Audre Lorde, Toni Cade Bambara Smith, Michele 
Wallace, myself, and many others), there was a 
consistent demand for an interrogation of our personal 
histories that would allow for the breaking to 
silences, the revelation of our woundedness and 
strategies for healing.22 
Consequently, hooks acknowledges how black feminist writers 
(including herself) have called upon the word to serve a 
healing function. While she may not define or refer to this 
act as word-magic, conjuring or Nommo, hooks's works 
consistently speak of issues pertaining to a collective black 
well-being, and she successfully utilizes the power of 
language to confront, inform, define and ultimately articulate 
the pain and hopefully help mend the wounds that fester in the 
black community. 
21hooks, "Healing Our Wounds," in Killing Rage: Ending 
Racism (Henry Holt and Company, 1995), 144. 
22Ibid. , 139-140. 
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Her use of language, in particular that which is 
characteristic of everyday, common black speech, is perhaps 
the tool that allows hooks to cross the barriers of two very 
distinct worlds (academia and the "real world") and reach a 
larger audience. The strength in her writings lies in her 
refusal to be limited by the demands of her scholarly 
profession, and its rules and regulations regarding writing. 
As she states, her goal "as a feminist thinker and theorist is 
to take that abstraction and articulate it in a language that 
renders it accessible -- not less complex or rigorous -- but 
simply more accessible."23 Consequently, the wording she uses 
allows her to bring messages of wholeness and empowerment to 
the masses. 
The languages she often employs in her work is therefore 
not academic jargon, but rather speech that is familiar to 
her, one that she is intimate with, as it characterizes her 
community of birth. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
this community (the black community) possesses a strong oral 
tradition. Consequently, we should not be surprised to find 
that hooks, who is rooted in that tradition, pays particular 
attention to the voices of the black community. In 
23bell hooks, "Feminist Theory: A Radical Agenda," in 
Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: 
South End Press, 1989), 39. 
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particular, she is especially influenced by the those of black 
women. She writes: 
I can remember watching fascinated as our mother 
talked with her mother, sisters, and women friends. 
The intimacy and intensity of their speech -- the 
satisfaction they received from talking to one 
another, the pleasure, the joy. It was in this world 
of woman speech, loud talk, angry words, women with 
tongues quick and sharp, tender sweet tongues, 
touching our world with their words, that I made 
speech my birthright -- and the right to voice, to 
authorship, a privilege I would not be denied. It was 
in that world and because of it that I came to dream 
of writing, to write.24 
Her writings pay homage to the black oral tradition and 
to Nommo by emphasizing the multiplicity of voices within the 
black community. Arguing that scholars need to speak in many 
voices and on many different levels, she maintains: 
It is a false dichotomy which suggests that academics 
and/or intellectuals can only speak to one another, 
that we cannot hope to speak with the masses. What is 
true is that we make choices, that we choose our 
audiences that we choose voices to hear and voices to 
silence.25 
With this comment, hooks asserts and affirms her connection to 
the black community and simultaneously recognizes the "joy of 
our voice, 1,26 Utilizing black folk expressions, proverbs as 
24hooks, "Talking Black," 6. 
25bell hooks, "Keeping Close to Home: Class and 
Education," in Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking 
Black (Boston: South End Press, 1989), 78. 
26hooks and Cornel West, "bell hooks interviewed by 
Cornel West" in Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black Intellectual 
Life (Boston: South End Press, 1991), 75. 
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well as the language of hip-hop and popular culture to address 
issues of race, sex and class, hooks illustrates Mae Gwendolyn 
Henderson's theory that black women consciously speak in a 
many different tongues, and in various discourses.27 
Furthermore, hooks's work exemplifies Toni Morrison's 
belief that literature can "be both print and oral 
literature."28 Morrison contends that these two varieties of 
literature, combined a single work, allows a piece to be read 
in silence, as well as heard.29 This orality is evidenced when 
hooks addresses black men as "brothers" and black women as 
"sisters." Reading her writings, especially those 
characterized by frank, uncomplicated language, we may not 
only hear her words, but also feel a sense of intimacy and 
community with her and the writing. 
Accordingly, for hooks, the purpose of writing is to be 
in dialogue with other members of the community in order to 
push for change and transformation. Therefore, writing in a 
27Mae Gwendolyn Henderson, "Speaking in Tongues: 
Dialogics, Dialectics, and the Black Woman Writer's Literary 
Tradition," in Reading Black Reading Feminist: A Critical 
Anthology ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: Meridian, 
1990), 116-142. 
28Toni Morrison, "Rootedness: The Ancestor as 
Foundation," in Black Women Writers (1950-1980), ed. Mari 
Evans (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 341. 
29Ibid. 
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manner that is accessible and understandable by individuals in 
and outside of academic is crucial to communicating healing 
messages. According to Barbara Christian, "dialogue is the 
kernel of what a black feminist literary critic tries to do."30 
She continues: 
We listen to those of us who speak, read, to those who 
have written, to those who may write. We write to 
those who write, read, speak may write, and we try to 
hear the voiceless. We are participants in a many¬ 
voiced palaver of thought/feeling, image/language that 
moves us to move -- toward a world where, like Alice 
Walker's petunias, all of us can bloom.31 
Viewing hooks's work in this light, her unconventional 
use of language allows her move between communities, to be in 
dialogue with individuals such as rapper Ice Cube, hip-hop 
writer poet Kevin Powell as well as engage the high-brow work 
of Cornel West and Michael Foucault. Calling on the powers of 
Nommo, she creates a mélange of scholarly and everyday speech, 
and weaves a literary quilt, one in which theory and critical 
insights are interspersed with creative writing. 
Though her anecdotes are often moving and her language 
certainly powerful as well as thought provoking, these aspects 
of her work nevertheless may be a source of contention for 
■’“Barbara Christian, "The Highs and the Lows of Black 
Feminist Criticism," in Reading Black Reading Feminist: A 
Critical Anthology ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: 
Meridian, 1990), 48. 
31Ibid. 
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some readers. hooks notes that oftentimes her critics view 
her usage of Black English or other tongues as unscholarly and 
unprofessional. Noting the tendency for academia to be 
exclusive in terms of embracing other languages and styles, 
hooks says that talking or writing "about one's personal 
experience of speaking with simple language is often 
considered by academics and/or intellectuals (irrespective of 
their political inclinations) to be a sign of intellectual 
weakness or even anti-intellectualism. 1,32 According to 
Christian, this differentiation of "high" (theoretical, 
abstract, analytical) language and "low" (common, ordinary, 
everyday) speech has contributed to the marginalization of 
many writing forms (such as the diaries and journal), 
especially those which women have traditionally used to 
express their creativity.33 Consequently, after reading 
reviews, readers should recognize hooks's writings not only as 
intensely theoretical and critical, but also as subject to the 
biases of the academic community, which often excludes those 
writing forms that do not conform to the "established" norm. 
However, for Courtney Leatherman, it seems that bell 
hooks wants "to belong to this group [of intellectual elites] 
32hooks, "Keeping Close to Home," 77. 
^Barbara Christian, "High and Lows," 49. 
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and to distance herself."34 Given the fact that hooks has been 
intimately involved (as a student or professor) at 
institutions such as Stanford, Oberlin and Princeton, one 
could argue that she is certainly a member of the intellectual 
elite and far removed from the masses she hopes to serve. 
Indeed this fact is implied by Susan Bordo when she describes 
postmodernist discourse (which often includes hooks 1s work) as 
"an exclusive club of the brilliant and subversive," in which 
it is "chic" to be radical, oppositional or rebellious.35 
Barbara Burford also accuses hooks of weighing readers down in 
"academic and obscurely theoretical language."36 Nevertheless, 
her essays and articles are often balanced by simple, 
uncomplicated language. Her "down home" style and her 
engagement with progressive politics both point to her ties to 
34Courtney Leatherman, "A Name for Herself: When Black 
Feminism Needed A Voice, bell hooks was born," The Chronicle 
of Higher Education, (19 May 19 9 5): A22. 
35Susan Bordo, "Postmodern Subjects, Postmodern Bodies," 
Review of Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and 
Postmodernism in the Contemporary West, by Jane Flax, 
Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, by bell hooks, 
and Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 
by Judith Butler, in Feminist Studies, 18, no. 1 (Spring 
1992): 160. 
36Barbara Burford, "Seizing the Master's Tools," Review 
of Invisibility Blues: From Pop to Theory, by Michelle 
Wallace and Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics, by 
bell hooks, in New Statesman and Society, 3 (30 November 
1990): 39. 
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the community and her mission of healing. As she states 
response to Leatherman's aforementioned observation: 
My own emergence into the more mainstream public eye 
is not. . .the kind of received stardom where other 
people have written about you as a brilliant 
charismatic thinker. I'm here because of the way 
people use my work. People come to me and say, "This 
book saved my life."37 
Ultimately, it is this idea, of her work being therapeut 
that it speaks to people, that this thesis emphasizes. 
37Leatherman, p. A22 . 
CHAPTER VI 
BELL HOOKS ON BLACK MANHOOD, BLACK WOMANHOOD, 
INTERNALIZED RACISM AND SELF-LOVE 
Throughout hook's various publications, the theme of 
healing is directed to the issue of controlling 
representations, in particular those representations of 
blackness that have found a large audience in American society 
and popular culture. She generally explores how the dominant 
white culture seeks to control the images and representations 
of blackness and ethnicity in order to serve its own need and 
desire for power and domination. Consequently, hooks often 
resists the stereotypical depictions of blackness that are 
endorsed and perpetuated by the white media and subsequently 
consumed by millions of unsuspecting black viewers. In the 
process of engaging in critical analysis, she warns these 
cultural consumers and brings new meaning to the popular adage 
"Let the buyer beware." Thus in working towards the goal of 
black wholeness, hooks identifies three psychological spaces 
that are in need of healing: black manhood, black womanhood, 
135 
and self-hatred (internalized racism), all of which she sees 
as being able to be "cured" by a healthy doses of self-love. 
Consequently, the purpose of this chapter is to delineate what 
hooks sees as signs of disease in the community and what she 
feels we should do to ameliorate these problems. 
Black Manhood 
One of the most dangerous of the stereotypical images to 
the black community is the representation of black manhood. 
Within a society such as ours, based upon patriarchal 
privilege and phallocentric ideologies, the concept of manhood 
is necessarily one that is restricting -- in that it leaves 
little if any room for men who do not ascribe to the "tenets" 
of masculinity. Though one man be born a man, not every 
biological male fits into the conceptualization of manhood 
that American men, black and white alike are encouraged to 
hold. A man is typically considered to be masculine, or manly 
only if he is assertive, aggressive, and "in charge" to the 
extent that he will even resort to violence as a means of 
maintaining his control (if necessary). 
As hooks notes in her essay, "Reconstructing Black 
Masculinity," "In traditional black communities, when one 
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tells a grown male to "be a man" one is urging him to aspire 
to an identity rooted in the patriarchal ideal."1 It is a 
necessary, or a joining condition that men who abide by such 
rigid perceptions of masculinity must oppress and objectify 
women in order to assert male privilege. If a man fails to do 
so, his manhood is seen as lacking. 
Michael Eric Dyson agrees that the sexist ideas that run 
largely unchecked in the black community are in fact 
symptomatic of a culture that is inherently misogynist. In 
writing a chapter on "Sex, Race and Class," Dyson speaks of 
the trial of the rap group "W Live Crew," in which the members 
were charged with delivering obscene lyrics, in particular 
relating to female sexuality. He explains: 
2 Live Crew's sexism expresses cultural sentiments 
that, although outwardly prohibited, are frequently 
expressed in the subterranean, pornographic fantasies 
of men in a patriarchal culture that thrives on 
strategies of domination in infinitely adaptable 
guises, including racial, sexual and class 
domination.2 
xbell hooks, "Reconstructing Black Masculinity," in 
Black Looks : Race and Representation (Boston: South End 
Press, 1992), 80. 
2Michael Dyson, Reflecting Black: African-American 
Cultural Criticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1987) 168. 
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Thus, in light of Dyson's comments, we may view black manhood 
as informed by the larger society's adherence to and promotion 
of sexist thinking. Such thinking is embodied in the infamous 
Moynihan Report (1965),3 which advanced the belief that over- 
aggressive black women de-masculinize black men. Furthermore, 
the report blamed women who were phenomenon "black matriarchs" 
(an image "created" during enslavement) for the destruction of 
the black family, community, and charged these women with 
impeding the growth of "healthy" (read: patriarchal) black 
men. With such propaganda on its side, not only is the 
patriarchal foundation of our society held securely in place, 
but the men (and in this case, black men) who are the 
recipients of such knowledge and "education" are bullied and 
coaxed into believing, and supporting an extremely limited and 
dangerous perception of masculinity. 
This, hooks argues is dangerous not only to our physical 
well-being, but also to our collective psychological state as 
well. Combining theory with lived experiences, hooks 
illustrates how her own brother has been affected by adopting 
3Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The Negro Family: The Case 
for National Action (Washington, D.C.: Prepared for the 
Office of Policy Planning and Research of the Department of 
Labor, 1965). 
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patriarchal thinking and "traditional" notions of manhood. 
She says : 
I write this piece for my brother in hopes that he 
will recover one day, come back to himself, know 
again the way to love, the peace of an unviolated free 
spirit. It was this was peace that the quest for an 
unattainable life threatening patriarchal masculine 
ideal took from him.4 
Similarly, in one of her earlier works, "Men: Comrades in 
Struggle," she writes: 
Men do oppress women. People are hurt by rigid sex 
role patterns. These two realities co-exist. Male 
oppression of women cannot be excused by the 
recognition that there are ways men are hurt by rigid 
sex roles. Feminist activists should acknowledge that 
hurt -- it exists. It does not erase or lessen male 
responsibility for supporting and perpetuating their 
power under patriarchy to exploit and oppress women in 
a manner far more grievous than the psychological 
stress or emotional pain caused by male conformity to 
rigid sex role patterns.5 
Consequently, she acknowledges the pain inflicted on men who 
conform to such rigid "ideals," but she also hesitates to 
excuse such behavior and ignore the oppressive ends that 
patriarchal conceptions of masculinity serve. 
4bell hooks, "Reconstructing Black Masculinity," 88. 
5bell hooks, "Men: Comrades in Struggle," Feminist 
Theory: From Margin to Center (Boston: South End Press, 
1984), 73. 
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Similarly, Noel A Cazenave asks a question that many 
within the black community refuse to confront: "What happens 
to black men who accept society's notions of what it takes to 
be a man but are denied the resources to "earn" their 
masculinity through traditional channels?"6 At this point, we 
must interrogate, what are these "traditional channels?" 
Historically, such means have been economic, as men were 
assumed to be the financial providers of the family. As a 
result, manhood is often equated with the size of one's bank 
account, the type of car one drives and other material 
possessions one has under his belt. However, in a capitalist 
society, where the grossly unequal distribution of labor shuts 
out a significant number of the male (usually minority) 
population from achieving financial success or mere economic 
stability, many individual men pursue other avenues to obtain 
a sense of worth and agency. Too often, as Cazenave suggests, 
these men resort to their "ability to exert, violently, 
toughness and control over others...Violence is seen as a 
resource that can be used to achieve desired ends when other 
6Noel A. Cazenave, "Black Men in America: The Quest for 
"'Manhood,'" Black Families, ed. Harriette Pipes McAdoo 
(Beverly Hills: Sage, 1981), 177. 
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resources are lacking."7 Hence, the staggering instances of 
date rape, domestic violence and other instances of brutality 
and sexual assaults are seen against women and children. 
Despite these horrific manifestations of the masculine 
ideal, the association of violence and aggression with manhood 
is as normal and American as apple pie. Grier and Cobbs 
devote a lengthy chapter to how racist assaults and 
institutions impede the black man's quest to assert his 
manhood. While analyzing the "problem" they write: 
"Throughout his life, at each critical point of development, 
the black boy is told to hold back, to constrict, to subvert, 
to camouflage his normal masculinity."8 They continue this 
line of thinking, which relies on patriarchal notions of 
masculinity, (notions that associate manhood with aggression), 
by asserting: 
Because of his experience in this country, every black 
man harbors a potentially bad nigger inside him. He 
must ignore this inner man. The bad nigger is bad 
because he has been required to renounce his manhood 
to save his life.9 
Thus, the answer for Grier and Cobbs to easing the black man's 
pain seems to be the establishment of a black community or a 
7Ibid., 181. 
8Grier and Cobbs, 59. 
9Ibid., 65. 
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larger American society wherein black men may assume the role 
of the patriarch and assert their male privileges accordingly. 
However, hooks's challenges this notion. In her 
estimation, to present men with one narrowly defined notion of 
masculinity -- and note that if there's only one option, there 
is really no right or chance to choose and assert one's agency 
-- only serves to stunt their growth, to limit their human 
potential and to lessen their chances of becoming spiritually 
whole and psychologically healthy. Furthermore she recognizes 
the violence inflicted against black women and children at the 
hands of black men as one of the fatal side effects of 
absorbing the dominant culture's perceptions of masculinity. 
Thus, relying on personal experience, hooks demonstrates the 
fallacies of and limitations inherent in the logic purported 
by Grier and Cobbs. She writes: 
Head of the household, our father was a "much man," a 
provider lover, disciplinarian, reader, thinker. He 
was introverted, quiet, and slow to anger, yet fierce 
when aroused. We respected him. We were in awe of 
him. We were afraid of his power, his physical 
prowess, his deep voice, and his rare and 
unpredictable but intense rage. We were never allowed 
to forget that, unlike other black men, our father was 
the fulfillment of the patriarchal masculine ideal.10 
Through this personal account, we see the shortcomings 
of this masculine ideal (i.e. lack of intimacy with loved 
ones, causing fear in others, etc.) . However, we also see 
10hooks, "Reconstructing Black Masculinity," 88. 
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that hooks realizes, quite consciously, that not all black men 
aspire to or achieve this ideal. There are alternatives, 
though not ones that society encourages its men to follow. 
There exists an "other" man, that is suppressed by the 
dominant culture; one who is nurturing, kind, emotional and 
embodies all the other qualities that supposedly define and 
characterize the female gender. Not only is this alternative 
suppressed, though it might be liberating for men, it becomes 
the "other" which men battle. 
In "When Brothers are Batterers," hooks acknowledges and 
confronts the societal impulse for men to act in a violent 
manner in order to prove their manhood. She writes that 
patriarchy "encourages males of all races and classes to 
define their masculinity by acts of physical aggression and 
coercion towards others, women and children include."11 Given 
that a significant number of black men and other non-white men 
are often marginalized to such a degree that they cannot 
possibly become the "ideal man" via economic means, the only 
avenue left, as evidenced by the aforementioned scholar, is 
physical strength. This battle for control plays itself out 
not only in violence against women and children, but also in 
“bell hooks, "When Brothers Are Batterers," Essence, 
(September 1994): 148. 
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black-on-black crimes (which constitute a predominately male 
phenomenon) and violence against gay and lesbian populations. 
Therefore, this conceptualization of manhood, which is 
in actuality an adaptation of the white male concept of 
masculinity, is indeed dangerous to the lives and survival of 
African-Americans. As hooks sees it, "Most black men remain 
in a state of denial, refusing to acknowledge the pain in 
their lives that is caused by sexist thinking and patriarchal, 
phallocentric violence."12 Due to this denial and a blind 
acceptance of the dominant culture's perception of manhood 
among black men, the majority of black men we view in the 
media seldom transcend these boundaries of the traditional 
male gender role. Thus, there is a proliferation of negative 
images of black men: the gangster rapper, the domineering 
black father and/or husband and the abusive boyfriend. 
Furthermore, to add insult to injury, not only are black men 
consuming these images, but they are also producing them as 
well, which only supports the white supremacy and perpetuates 





A second and related area that hooks sees as in dire 
need of transformation and restructuring is the concept of 
black womanhood, which is ultimately tied to popular notions 
of black female sexuality. Like the construction of black 
manhood black female identity has traditionally been informed 
and influenced by external sources (i.e. white stereotypical 
ideas of black femininity). Furthermore, such perceptions 
have been defined in terms of sexuality. According to black 
feminist Patricia Hill Collins, historically, the most popular 
stereotypes of black women are the asexual Mammy, the leud and 
licentious Jezebel, the emasculating overly aggressive black 
matriarch and the oversexed welfare queens who continue to 
give birth to children they in most cases cannot support.13 
In hooks's early works such as Ain't I A Woman: Black 
Women and Feminism, she conjures up the stories and sordid 
history of black women being viewed as the "Other," a position 
against which white women were compared and subsequently 
deemed as the perfect embodiments of femininity. Put another 
way, "the status of African-American women as outsiders or 
strangers becomes the point from which other groups define 
their normality."14 This theme of the black woman as "Other" 
is certainly not new in black feminist discourse. Noted black 
13Collins, "Mammies and Matriarchs," 70-78. 
14Ibid. , 68. 
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feminists such as Michelle Wallace and Barbara Christian 
(among many others) have addressed the objectification of 
black women and how that serves to maintain the status quo. 
What is particularly interesting in hooks's analysis is her 
emphasis on what black women do ourselves that may contribute 
to and perpetuate the stereotypical representations that 
assault our self-image. 
For example, just as a large number of videos and films 
presenting black men in negative, stereotypical ways are 
produced by black men, a large percentage of negative imaging 
of black women is "promoted" by black women, particularly 
those in the entertainment field. In "Selling Hot Pussy," 
hooks confronts the contemporary trend of black women 
asserting themselves by flaunting their perceived sexual 
freedom and agency: 
Bombarded with images representing black female bodies 
as expendable, black women have either passively 
absorbed this thinking or vehemently resisted it. 
Popular culture provides countless examples of black 
female appropriation and exploitation of negative 
stereotypes to either assert control over the 
representation or at least reap the benefits of it. 
Since black female sexuality has been represented in 
racist/sexist iconography as more free and liberated, 
many black women singers, irrespective of the quality 
of their voices, have cultivated an image which 
suggests they are sexually available and licentious.15 
15bell hooks, "Selling Hot Pussy: Representations of 
Black Female Sexuality in the Cultural Marketplace," in Black 
Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 
1992), 65. 
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hooks then focuses on popular singer Tina Turner and how the 
sexualized image has led to her financial success. But, what 
about Tina's mental/psychological well-being? How does Tina's 
private persona match up with her image as a "sex goddess?" 
Like Tina Turner, numerous younger female singers and 
performers have turned to the same sexualized imaging to make 
a name of themselves. However, what they succeed in creating 
is an image of themselves that, according to hooks, does 
nothing to "successfully subvert sexist/racist 
representations."16 If anything, this sort of participatory 
oppression indicates a certain level of acceptance -- though 
arguably not conscious -- of these conventional depiction's of 
black female sexuality. One only has to tune into Black 
Entertainment Television (BET), Music Television (MTV) or 
other video programs in order to see young black female 
singers croon about their sexual exploits, which only affirms 
stereotypical perceptions of black women as leud, licentious 
individuals. Even driving to the local 7-Eleven we consume 
toxic (i.e. damaging) images of black women "gracing" the 
pages of fashion magazines as well as pornographic 
publications. 
Psychotherapist Julia Boyd also speaks of this 
phenomenon in which black women are defined according to their 
16Ibid. , 64. 
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sexuality. In writing about the messages that black women 
receive on a daily basis that devalue and denigrate black 
womanhood, she says: 
We've become so accustomed to the distorted messages 
given to us by others that it's become almost 
acceptable to hold ourselves, as well as other Black 
women, hostage by continuing to believe and repeat 
those messages that are meant to offend and hurt us.17 
Considering Boyd's statement, what sort of injuries do these 
sexualized representations of black "femininity" inflict upon 
the psyches of black women and perhaps more importantly young 
black girls? Are you what you eat or consume? If so, (and I 
believe hooks is arguing that to a great extent we are indeed 
shaped by these negative portrayals), what impression do 
others (black men, white men and women and society in general) 
have of black women?: The story remains the same, with the 
same hackneyed dialogue repeating itself over and over again. 
Certainly this sort of collective psychic wounding slowly but 
effectively destroys or diminishes whatever sense of pride and 
self-esteem these young women may possess. 
Consequently, one might argue that hooks supports a 
reclamation of black female identity, a reconstruction of 
black womanhood in America. As she notes in one of her 
Essence articles: "Black women must work harder than any 
other group in this society to value our bodies, ourselves 
17Boyd, 11. 
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and our lives."18 However, this healing must be defined in our 
own terms and cannot be a mere manipulation of already 
exciting negative images. In the words of Audre Lorde, which 
have become a mantra for feminist writers and theorists "The 
master's tools will never dismantle the master's house."19 
Thus, the challenge remains for black women and men to 
transcend stereotypical depictions of blackness which serve no 
other purpose but to injure the black psyche while 
simultaneously solidifying existing relations of domination 
and subordination. 
Self-Hatred and Self-Love 
The third and final area that I see hooks as addressing 
in her writing is the peculiar and devastating phenomenon of 
internalized racism. In an age where black women aspire to 
alter their physical appearance to reach the American (i.e.. 
white) standards of beauty, where black men consciously choose 
to exclusively date, marry or associate with sisters of a 
certain (usually lighter) hue, and where black folks still 
talk about "good" (i.e. straight) and "bad" (i.e. kinky) hair, 
it is not difficult to realize that despite the contemporary 
18hooks, "When Brothers Are Batters," 148. 
19Audre Lorde, "The Master's Tool's Will Never Dismantle 
the Master's House," in Sister Outsider (Freedom, California: 
Crossing Press, 1984), 112. 
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fascination with "Otherness," blackness and ethnicity, to 
actually be black is not an easy nor acceptable thing to do. 
Furthermore, to think, act, and simply exist, in a manner that 
one would consider to be "black-identified" or "Afrocentric" 
is to commit a virtual crime, as the media and the American 
educational system continue to provide the black community 
with "lessons" on "How-To-Be-Black." We are assaulted daily 
with images of how we should look, dress, act, think, talk and 
feel. To go against the grain, to be oneself, is truly 
dangerous. Consequently, many African-Americans have adopted 
the ways, manners and the beliefs and value-systems of white 
America. In the process these individuals have either 
completely destroyed their identities or at the very least, 
severely damaged them. As a result, there is a need not only 
to reclaim black manhood and womanhood, but also blackness 
itself. 
In "Back to Black," hooks discusses the impact of the 
Black Power Movement in terms of not only presenting but also 
promoting "self-love as a radical political agenda."20 She 
points to the potency of the slogan "black is beautiful." Not 
only do these words signify a challenge to Eurocentric 
20bell hooks, "Back to Black," in Outlaw Culture: 
Resisting Representations (New York: Routeledge, 1994), 173. 
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hegemony, but they also point to a turning point in the 
creation and emergence of a positive sense of black identity. 
In particular, hooks addresses the color caste system in 
the black community and how these underlying cultural laws and 
guides influence children's conceptualization of blackness in 
our society. She writes: 
Black parents testify that black children learn early 
to devalue black skin. One black mother in an 
interracial marriage was shocked when her four-year- 
old girl expressed the desire that her mom be white 
like herself and her dad.21 
Consequently, it is evident that the extent to which black 
people internalize dominant views concerning race and beauty 
(in addition to perceptions of masculinity and femininity) 
determines to great degree whether black children will have 
healthy and positive self-images or be the victims of low 
self-esteem. 
Nonetheless, children are not the only victims, as they 
grow into adults who oftentimes cling desperately to 
colonizing thoughts. Therefore, in "Arguing with the 
Homeboys," hooks states that "it is crucial that black people 
critically examine the nature of the images we project so as 
not to be guilty of perpetuating the very domination we 
21 Ibid., 180 . 
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oppose."22 Likewise, one can rephrase her comment to say that 
it is just as crucial for black people to investigate the 
images and ideologies that we embrace so as not to be guilty 
of pouring salt onto our already wounded psyches. 
In an interview with "Speech," lead singer of the 
musical group "Arrested Development," hooks discusses this 
concept of loving blackness as a political act of resistance. 
Furthermore, in response to Speech's assertion that love is 
rebellious, she adds: I say repeatedly in my work that it's 
not acceptable in White-supremacist society for Black people 
to love one another."23 Consequently, if she truly believes 
that the "master's tools" will not effectively dismantle 
racism, sexism and other systems of oppression, then perhaps 
the black community needs a healing which involves self-love. 
This concept of self-love is presented by hooks in 
several publications. In Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black 
Intellectual Life, written by hooks and noted African-American 
philosopher and theologian, Cornel West, she remarks: 
In a White supremacist country, the Black person who 
is most threatening is the one who loves Blackness, 
22bell hooks, "Arguing with the Homeboys," Village Voice, 
(17 September, 1991): 42-43. 
23bell hooks, "Speech, A Love Rap,” Essence, (November 
1993) : 156 . 
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who loves the embodiment of Blackness, the mark of 
Blackness on the skin, in the body.24 
Moreover, she relates this idea of a revolutionary black love 
to health and healing when she states that "loving Blackness 
lies in enhanced psychological health."25 Thus, for a people 
who are victimized by psychological, physical, social and 
political oppression, hooks views the act of loving and 
valuing oneself and one's culture as a balm which soothes the 
wounds of the soul. 
However, one could argue that the black community loves 
itself too much; it is virtually blinded by self-love in the 
sense that for many individuals there is no need to discuss 
the problems of black manhood and womanhood. There is no need 
to examine the oppressive ideologies (such as sexist and 
internalized racism) that we have adopted as our own. This 
line of thinking asserts that we are fine as we are. As a 
result, masses of African-American continues to suffer from 
the various forms of domination. As hooks says: 
We cannot value ourselves rightly without first 
breaking though the walls of denial which hide the 
depth of black self-hatred, inner anguish and 
unreconciled pain... Loving blackness as political 
resistance transforms our ways of looking and being, 
and thus creates the conditions necessary for us to 
24hooks, Breaking Bread, 86. 
25Ibid. , 87. 
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move against the forces of domination and death and 
reclaim black life.26 
Thus, a love of blackness, and a desire to destroy (or ease) 
black pain caused by oppression, is what informs her passion 
for truth and allows her to give voice to several issues that 
oftentimes go unnoticed in the black community. Members of an 
early black feminist group wrote in their organizational 
description that black feminism evolves from "a healthy love 
for ourselves, our sisters and our community which allows us 
to continue tour struggle and work. 1,27 This same love enables 
hooks to utilize Nommo, though in a written non-fictional 
form, to conjure up the experiences of black Americans, and in 
doing so, help transform the community. 
Yet in light of the amount of stress hooks places on 
wholeness, we may argue that her writings overemphasize 
victimization, that they all too readily invoke images of 
African-Americans as victims, oppressed by almost every social 
evil imaginable. While she asserts there is a distinct 
difference between being victimized and assuming a victim- 
26bell hooks, "Loving Blackness as Political Resistance, " 
in Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End 
Press, 1992), 20. 
27Combahee River Collective, "The Combahee River 
Collective Statement," in Homeqirls : A Black Feminist 
Anthology, ed. Barbara Smith (New York: Kitchen Table, Women 
of Color Press, 1983), 275. 
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focused identity, her writings, though therapeutic for some, 
may appear especially depressing to others. However, in the 
tradition of her literary foremothers, and other advocates and 
activists for black liberation, hooks calls out, using the 
potency of the written word to expose the institutions, 
structures and beliefs that prevent the community from 
reaching an optimum state of well-being. 
In order to heal, hooks advocates education for critical 
consciousness, teaching members of the community to resist 
conventional and oppression modes of thinking and being in 
order to embrace health self-concepts. In her view, black 
Americans must be taught to embrace 
an oppositional worldview -- different from that of 
our exploiters and oppressors, a world view that would 
enable us to see ourselves not through the lends of 
racism or racist stereotypes, but one that would 
enable us to focus clearly and succinctly, to took at 
ourselves at the world around us critically.28 
Consequently, her emphasis on victimization is not intended to 
perpetuate notions of African-Americans as completely subject 
to the whims of a harsh and cruel society. Instead, her 
writings focus on relations of oppression ad domination in 
order to aid the community in transcending current conditions. 
28bell hooks, "Towards a Revolutionary Feminist 
Pedagogy," in Black Looks : Race and Representation (Boston: 
South End Press, 199), 49. 
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Even so, hooks's focus on victimization may lead some 
readers to view her work as simply reactive. It is in the 
context of extreme victimization that hooks urges African- 
Americans to assume an oppositional gaze. However, many of 
her writing suggest that this gaze is inherent to the 
community. For example, in the interview with Speech, she 
says : 
In my own work, I try to remind Black folks that we 
come from a traditional southern-rooted Black past 
that offers us oppositional worldview of healing. I 
see Black people as a people of the land, as a people 
of the earth, and when I think of that relationship to 
the earth I think of Black men working as farmers.29 
This statement is problematic for several reasons. 
First, hooks relies on what many black people may view as a 
stereotypical image of blackness (e.g. black people as being 
closer to nature, exotic, et.). Second, historically many 
black communities may have been agrarian, and while a 
connection with nature and all living creatures characterizes 
the ethos of many black cultures worldwide, given the history 
of African-Americans with enslavement -- a period during which 
most black people worked the land from sunrise to sunset -- 
embracing such an image as empowering may be problematic for 
some members of the community. 
29hooks, "Speech, A Love Rap," 82. 
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However, for hooks, reclaiming the spirit and customs of 
a traditional, southern black culture is a potent remedy for 
countering the oppressive and debilitating encounters with 
white culture. Indeed, in much of her work, hooks invokes 
images of an idyllic past, one that seems to include her own 
childhood : 
I grew up going to these little country black 
churches, where on Communion day, you have this dirge 
like singing, you're not allowed to use any 
instruments, because it's a time to return to a primal 
experience.30 
hooks continues: 
When I was growing up, my whole world was filled with 
poor, and working-class black people with whom I was 
in dialogue all the time. I'm not in dialogue with 
those individuals all the time anymore. They are a 
part of my life, but there are all these other 
dialogues I'm having.31 
Presumably, these other dialogues are within academia, 
conversations that primarily involve established scholars and 
intellectuals as well as students. Interestingly enough, in 
the above quote, we hear a sense of longing, a feeling 
nostalgia for the way things were "back in the day." It is 
this sort of language and storytelling that causes Natalie 
30Diamanda Galas and bell hooks, "Standing at the 
Crossroads: A Conversation Between Diamanda Galas and bell 
hooks," Village Voice, 39, No. 38 (20 September 1994): 15. 
31Ibid. 
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Alexander to label hooks's work as "utopian."32 Furthermore, 
it is hooks's valorizing the southern black experience, that 
leads this thesis writer to question whether her work 
challenges essentialist and stereotypical notions of 
blackness. However, doubts surrounding her literary intent 
may be assuaged if we consider her emphasis on a historically 
marginalized experience to be revolutionary and 
counterhegemonic. Considering blackness and black life have 
been devalued and even demonized in America, taking a stance 
of affirmation possibly amounts to self-love, in that it 
strengthens community. 
While hooks views self-love and critical consciousness 
as integral to healing the wounds of the community, she 
asserts the curative powers of Nommo, through stories, written 
and spoken, that aid in building community and resisting 
negative images of blackness. Toni Morrison has stated that 
aside from music, stories have been healing for black people.33 
Likewise, Toni Cade Bambara often noted that she wanted her 
works to serve a therapeutic, cathartic function as well. In 
"Salvation is The Issue," she states: 
32Natalie Alexander, "Piecings from a Second Reader," 
Review of Yearning, by bell hooks, Hypatia, no. 2 (Spring 
1992): 184. 
33Toni Morrison, "Rootedness," in Black Women Writers 
(1950-1980) ed. Mari Evans (Garden City, New York: Anchor, 
1984), 340. 
158 
Stories are important. They keep us alive. In the 
ships, in the camps, in the quarter, field, prison, on 
the road, on the run, underground, under siege, in the 
throes, on the verge -- the storyteller snatches us 
back from the edge to hear the next chapter. In which 
we are the subjects. We, the hero of the tales. Our 
lives preserved. How it was, how it be. Passing it 
along in the relay. That is what I work to do: to 
produce stories that save our lives.34 
In examining the plight of African-Americans, hooks, 
like her literary foremothers, metaphorically seeks to heal 
some of the hurts of the community. Like Morrison, she 
affirms the curative power of the word by stressing that 
conversation and storytelling are "important locations for 
sharing information about the self, for healing." 
Furthermore, she reminds us that "psychotherapy is often 
called the 'talking cure' . 1,35 Thus, through her own scholarly 
but intimate speech, hooks takes her readers through a 
personal healing session. Like Minnie Ransom, in Bambara's 
The Salt Eaters, hooks embraces us, asking if we want to be 
well and then helps us face the details of our past that speak 
of pain and oppression. While holding our hands, she 
acknowledges our pain and denial and then talks us through it. 
34Toni Cade Bambara, "Salvation Is the Issue," Black 
Women Writers (1950-1980) ed. Mari Evans (Garden City, New 
York: Anchor, 1984), 41. 
35bell hooks, "Healing Darkness," in Sisters of the Yam: 





While conducting research for this study, I came across 
a passage, written on a blank page in Black Women Writers 
(1950-1980) edited by Mari Evans. The inscription read: 
Especially for you, Clarence, with all the respect and 
admiration you've earned over all the years of your 
concern for collecting and preserving this literature, 
this life-blood of ours. How can any of us 
sufficiently say "Thank you"?1 
Evans's dedication not only stresses the importance of reading 
and preserving black women's literature, but through the 
metaphor of "life-blood," it also points to the healing nature 
of the word, in particular the words of black women. Equating 
literature with blood and life, Evans implies that our words 
are not only powerful, but necessary for survival. 
Writing for the survival of the community has always 
been a main concern for black women writers and thinkers. 
From abolitionists, suffragists, anti-lynching activists, 
educators, civil right's workers and modern day feminists, 
black women have established themselves as political agents 
1Evans, Black Writers, inside cover. 
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and simultaneously nurtured a burgeoning black female literary 
tradition. Writing in and across various genres, black women 
writers and intellectuals have expressed their concerns, ideas 
and solutions for the problems which exist in the community. 
With words as their swords, they have faced complex, 
intertwining systems of oppression that seek to relegate black 
people worldwide to an inferior position. 
Emphasizing the debilitating effects of living in an 
oppressive society, black women writers and feminists call 
attention to black health. While this concept certainly 
touches on psychical conditions and problems such as disease, 
substance abuse, violence and teenage pregnancy -- all of 
which are concerns of these women -- black women writing and 
producing feminist theory focus specifically on psychological 
issues that threaten our mental health and stability. Given 
that "people are more powerful when they're whole," we may 
deduce that confronting some of the psychological issues 
facing the black community will allow us to move from a 
depressive state and work towards a sense of wholeness and 
liberation. 
The fact that black women writers and feminist theorists 
engage in healing work through literature, fictional and 
otherwise, is not surprising given the strength of the oral 
tradition within the black community. Recognizing the word 
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(Nommo) as powerful and transformative, these writers and 
critics build upon the history of women as nurturers and 
healers who use their words (either prayers, chants, 
incantations, proverbs or stories etc.) to induce change. 
Like these literary and feminist ancestors, bell hooks also 
engages in political activism as well as healing through her 
writings. 
In her words, readers find intense critiques of 
contemporary society and popular culture accompanied by 
personal anecdotes and the familiar sounds of black speech. 
Wishing to take her healing message to the streets, in the 
libraries, in the bedroom and throughout the community, hooks 
utilizes a language of familiarity which allows her to reach 
a larger audience, one in need of a healing. Just as Bambara 
desired her work to save lives, hooks writes for a similar 
purpose, hoping to empower black people in order to free our 
society, our world from the harmful effects of racism, sexism, 
classism, homophobia and all other systems of oppression. 
While some writers and critics agree that fictional 
works may be therapeutic for readers, this healing quality 
also exists in non-fictional writings. Indeed the prevalence 
of self-help books in the publishing industry would suggest 
that written words, even those that are analytical or 
theoretical, may also act as a balm, lessening the hurts and 
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pains inflicted by an oppressive society. The emergence of 
Afrocentricity, largely an academic enterprise, also points to 
the role that texts and theory play in transforming 
communities. 
In the tradition of those who wrote themselves and 
African-American people into existence, black writers have a 
strong history of writing autobiographies to tell one's life 
story. These individual stories bear witness to the 
collective struggle and the brutality as well as the love and 
the joy in black life. Combining the impulse to reconstruct 
the self in written form with the desire to take theory to the 
masses of black people, bell hooks also frames her analytical 
writings with narrative prose. Speaking on writing her own 
autobiography.2 hooks says: 
The longing to tell one's story and the process of 
telling is symbolically a gesture of longing to 
recover the past in such a way that one experiences 
both a sense of reunion and a sense of 
release...Writing the autobiographical narrative 
enabled me to look at my past from a different 
perspective and to use this knowledge as a means of 
self-growth and change in a practical way.3 
Telling personal stories of black life and struggle, but 
2hooks's autobiographical narrative, "Black Is A Woman's 
Color," remains unpublished, except for an excerpt which is 
included in Gates' Bearing Witness, 338-349. 
3hooks, "Writing Autobiography," in Talking Back: 
Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South End Press, 
1989), 159. 
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from an extremely critical stance, bell hooks, like her 
literary foremothers, seeks to heal our wounded spirits. 
Filled with a genuine sense of passion and great love, she 
relishes the joys of black life, but she also speaks of and to 
our collective pain. Granted, her words may not physically 
heal our wounds or relieve us of the conditions that plague 
our communities. Nevertheless, individual readers may still 
find comfort in her words. Ultimately, it is this comfort 
which eases the pain and allows her words to serve as a salve 
which soothes injured souls, and inspires us to transform 
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